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"There's a divinity that shapes our ends, 
Rough-hew them how we will." 
--Hamlet 
INTRODUCTION 
It is my purpose in this thesis to show that there 
is religion in the plays of Shakespeare. 
Before developing the study, it is pertinent that the 
use of two words be fully understood--"religion" and 
"Catholicism." Both terms will be used throughout the 
thesis. "Religion" will be considered in its broadest sense. 
When referring to the word, no one orthodox faith in partic-
ular is meant. We are to consider it rather from the 
standards set forth in the early Christian Church, as taught 
and exe.mplified by Our Lord, Jesus Christ--that which took 
for its standards the virtues of brotherly love, tolerance, 
and forbearance. The term "Catholicism" is not to be limited 
in its use. It is not used to designate any one branch of the 
Catholic Church--Roman, Anglican, or Greek, but rather it 
refers solely to what we may call the "old faith," that is, 
the Christian religion given to us by Jesus Christ and perpet-
uated by His apostles and followers down through the ages · 
until the days of religious controversy and the appearance of 
many diverse religious beliefs. It may truly be considered 
in its strictly technical sense--universal. 
Although we are not concerned with Shakespeare's 
personal religion, in order to better understand and appreciate 
religious truths portrayed in his plays, it seems logical to 
attempt to surmise his early religious leanings, and so I 
plan to give first a short resume of his boyhood influences, 
v 
particularly' those of his home, church, and school, and to 
show how these early influences helped to mold the character 
41t of the young boy, helping to develop in his later life the 
love and tolerance he shows towards mankind as exhibited in 
his plays. 
In studying the writings of Shak~speare it seems 
·apparent that he, more than any other of his predecessors and 
contemporaries, followed the pattern laid down by the early 
Mystery and Morality writers; therefore this point will be 
stressed in connection with his early influences. 
Considerable emphasis will be given to the comparison 
of Shakespeare's plays with their sources. It is an under-
stood fact that Shakespeare borrowed~-perhaps as no living 
writer did before or since--but in borrowing, it must be 
acknowledged that he obliterated all bitterness and intol-
erance, especially in regard to religion and to moral issues 
that tend to tarnish that which is chaste and pure. Not only 
has Shakespeare ignored all existing religious propaganda, 
but he has often intro·duced a spirit of tolerance and 
harmony into a plot otherwise lacking in that element. We 
shall study several of his plays hoping to show by illustra-
tion his manifold charitable changes. 
We shall devote a chapter to his Catholic terminology 
and practices, hoping to show that he had a rich religious 
vocabulary and an appreciation for the Catholic doctrine, a 
rather unique possession among playwrights during this period 
of the Reformation. 
Of deeper significance than the fluent usage of 
Catholic terminology is Shakespeare's deep sense of spiritual 
values. study of the immortal passages--probing into their 
innermost meanings--I think, proves beyond a doubt that there 
is religion in his plays. A chapter will be devoted to the 
analysis of this characteristic. 
Although never doubting that Shakespeare inculcated 
religion in his plays, the question was not uppermost in my 
. 
mind until after reading George Santayana's essay, "The Absence 
of Religion in Shakespeare,rr in which he states that Shak-
speare's plays are void of all religious truths. He says: 
Shakespeare, however, is remarkable among the greater 
poets for being without a philosophy and without a 
religion. In his drama there is no fixed conception 
of any forces, natural or morfl, dominating and tran-
scending our mortal energies. 
He accuses Shakespeare of positivism. He tells us that 
instead of choosing Christianity Shakespeare chooses nothing. 
He goes on to say: 
(that) he chose to leave his heroes and himself in the 
presence of life and of death with no other philosophy 
than t~at which the profane world can suggest and under-
stand. 
To him, Henry V's fervent prayer at Agincourt is 
lGeorge Santayana, J?oetr~ and Reli~ion, "The Absence of 
Relig~on-In Sha espeare," p. 163 
2~., P• 152 
• 
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merely an historical utterance; the beautiful passage com-
memorating the death of Mowbray is representive of war and 
national pride. To interpret these spiritual passages in this 
spirit is inconceivable to me, and so with all ·due consid-
eration for the worthy and venerable Santayana, I attempt to 
contradict him and to show that there are not only manifold 
examples of Catholic doctrine in the plays, but also that many 
of the plays, especially, Cymbeline (1611), The Winter's Tale 
(1611), ~Tempest (1611), and Measure for Measure (1601) 
are permeated with the very essence of Christianity. 
The method pursued in this thesis will be purely 
objective. By means of illustration, I shall cite what to me 
is religious and also use comparisons to show that Shakespeare 
was singular in many respects in regard to his religious 
interpretations and seems purposely to have inculcated 
religious beliefs and practices into the plays. Opinions of 
other. critics have been used freely, especially when I have 
been of a like mind. The study is by no means exhaustive, but 
merely indicative of the vast spiritual wealth in the plays of 
Shakespeare. 
All references to approximate dates of Shakespeare's plays 
are in G. B. Harrison, Introducing Shakespeare. 
CHAPTER I 
EARLY INFLUENCES IN THE LIFE OF SHAKESPEARE 
EARLY INFLUENCES IN THE LIFE OF SHAKESPEARE 
Realizing that environmental influences play an active 
part in the development of youth it may be surmised that 
Shakespeare's life did not prove an exception to the rule. 
we shall consider, therefore, specific influences which 
tended to mold his thoughts and character and so develop 
within him those remarkable traits of human compassion and 
brotherly love as revealed in his plays. We shall consider 
the influence of the home, school, church, and early Mystery 
and Morality plays. The influence of the old religious 
plays is somewhat remote from that of the home, school, and 
church, yet it is worthy of noting. 
So little is actually known concerning the personal 
life ot Shakespeare that it is only by conjecture that one 
withdraws the veil from the hidden life of the greatest of 
dramatists. Sparse authentic records exist to aid one in his 
quest. In 1709 Nicholas Rowe, the first of Shakespeare's 
biographers, began to accumulate facts concerning his life. 
Following Rowe's lead, Steevens, Capell, and Malone furnished 
additional data, and to this list may be added numerous others 
down through the ages to the present day. Each of these 
biographers has sought to add something new to the available 
meager statistics and, no doubt, each has introduced legendary 
and fictional accounts concerning the life of Shakespeare. 
From existing records biographers have been able to 
tell us with certain authenticity that Shakespeare was born 
at strat~ord, Warwickshire, in 1564, the son of John 
Shakespeare, a glover and tanner, and l~ry Arden, of more 
illustrious background. Middle sixteenth century England 
suggests a transitional period marked by confusion and 
controversy, especially in the fields of religion and 
politics. Although still Catholic at heart, England was 
being forced to renounce its old faith for the new order 
brought into existence by the Reformation. It was during 
this period o~ political. and religious upheaval that Shak-
speare was born. Passing through his formative years in 
such an environment one questions the effect on the mature 
man. Yet with Shakespeare it merely tended to produce in 
him unusual understanding and sympathetic tolerance for all 
mankind. 
We have reason to believe that his parents were of 
the "old ~aith." John Shakespeare, although holding municipal 
positions under Elizabeth and .evidently outwardly adhering 
to the new order o~ religion, is at one time, listed as a 
recusant. The Ardens, whose Cathoticity was of a more un-
compromising kind, suffered a worse ~ate. During the life-
time of our poet, members o~ that family were executed ~or 
so-called treason to Elizabeth.1 When Shakespeare was born~ 
Elizabeth had been on the throne ~or only six years, and so 
1 Thomas O'Hagan, What Shakespeare ls !£!, p. 10 
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it seems evident that his early years were passed amidst a 
Catholic environment in a Catholic country. Warwickshire's 
foundations were religious; the Benedictines had houses at 
Coventry; the Dominicans at Warwick; Carmelites at Goventry; 
a collegiate church at Stratford, with also a Guild of the 
Holy Cross.2 The history of the Guild shows Stratford a 
Catholic stronghold until the middle of the sixteenth 
century. 
In a Catholic household it is reasonable to believe 
that the boy Shakespeare was taught the significance of the 
Catholic heritage. His super-sensitive poetic mind would 
easily absorb the beauty of the worship. His mother, of 
ardent faith, must have been eager to instill the love of the 
"old faith" into the impressionable mind of her son. One 
may easily picture the young boy sitting beside his mother 
on a winter's evening, not telling her a tale, but instead 
listening to the absorbing accounts of the lives of the 
Saints and heroes of the Church; learning the symbolic 
meanings attached to the Catholic ritual; being taught the 
efficacy of intercessory prayer, the devotion to the Blessed 
Virgin, and the power of her intercessions. In fact, one may 
2Thomas O'Hagan, What Shakespeare Is !£!, pp. 45-46 
4 
e· 
be sure the mother taught her son all the pious practices of 
the Catholic Church. 
The Catholic influence of the home was not always felt 
at the stratford Grammar School. Nor is it supposed that the 
sensitive, creative boy enjoyed his school-days. Lessons were 
dull in those days and the discipline was severe. He, no 
doubt, recalls boyhood memories when he describes the boy: 
"Creeping like snail unwillingly to school~"3 Here the young 
Shakespeare, studying his Latin and reading the classics, thus 
being introduced to Seneca, Terence, Cicero, Virgil, Plautus·, 
Ovid, and Horace, was also meeting the conflicting trends _of 
r~igious thought. Among the school masters . teaching at the 
Stratford school during Shakespeare's school-days were Walter 
Roache and Thomas Jenkins, both men with strong convictions 
regarding the new religion and without a doubt eager to impart 
it to their pupils. Associating with them was Simon Hunt, 
a pedagogue with Papist leanings, who finally leaves for 
Douai and Rome and becomes a Jesuit. 4 And so at school a 
difference in religion is felt, and the boy 1 s sensitive nature 
All references to Shakespeare's plays are in George L. 
Kittredge, ed., !h! Complete Works of Shakespeare. 
_ 3~ ~ ~ ,!!, II, vii, 146 
,/4John Henry de Groot, The Shakespeare and "the old faith. n 
!i7136. ---
. ! 
is kindled at the alarming unhappiness caused by this centro-
versy. 
At this time in Elizabethan England all were expected 
to attend the State Church. Here the young boy was exposed 
wholly to the new religious teachings. He was taught that he 
must correct many of his early beliefs taught by his mother. 
In ~act, many slanderous accusations were hurled at those 
abiding by his former pious customs. And yet, regardless of 
these intolerant proceedings, he exhibited no. trace of bitter-
ness, but only grew more sympathetic towards people because 
he loved them. And so these influences of home, school, and 
church tended to cultivate a spirit of understanding in the 
boy and in the mature dramatist a toleration towards all 
religions. 
stratford, an important trading center for the country-
side, was likewise the scene of many social gatherings--fairs, 
Maypoles, Morris Dances might be witnessed as most ordinary 
occurrences. The Mystery and Morality plays also found 
appreciative audiences among these people. Often a strolling 
company staged one of the early religious dramas at Coventry 
or other parts of Warwickshire and the people of Stratford 
journeyed to see them. One may be assured that the young 
Shakespeare was often in the audience, either at Stratford or 
elsewhere·, witnessing and absorbing the various characteristice 
of the old plays. His own plays bear testimony to the fact 
6 
that he embodied many o~ the same ~eatures o~ these early 
plays. To begin with, both treated their originals in much 
the same manner. The early dramatist selected and rearranged, 
but never tampered with essential Biblical ~acts. Shakespeare, 
likewise, made use o~ his historical sources, namely Plutarch 
and Holinshed in much the same way. Both blended the comic 
with the tragic as will be illustrated later; both made use 
o~ the homely ~olk o~ the countryside; both ignored all 
distinctions o~ time, place, or action. Many illustrations 
could be cited to show the kinship between the two. Macbeth's 
porter recalls,very vividly, the porter o~ hell-gate. 
The Mystery and Morality plays were declining in 
England at the beginning o~ the sixteenth century, but the 
~our great cycles, the York, Towneley, Chester, and Coventry 
were still being per~ormed. Each had distinctive character-
istics, but each embraced the main events o~ Biblical history 
~rom the Fall o~ Luci~er to the Day o~ Judgment. The specta-
tors considered this ~orm o~ art as solemn, even tragic. Deal-
ing with the pro~oundest realities, it set be~ore them the 
main events o~ Biblical history; it even carried them to the 
world beyond and they observed with solemn awe the terri~ic 
judgments o~ God. That it was impossible to portray adequate-
ly those great spiritual truths on the stage is evident. This 
did not trouble the medieval audience, nor the succeeding ages 
up to Shakespeare's day. In ~act, the crude representation 
7 
o~ the supernatural paved the way ~or some of Shakespeare's 
scenes. As Frederick Boas points out: 
It was the survival of these conventionalities from the 
era of the miracle-pageants that made possible some of 
Shakespeare's finest effects. The fairy-world of A Mid-
summer Ni~ht's Dream, the ghosts of Hamlet and JulTus--
Caesar, t e witches of Macbeth, Ariel and Caliban 1n The 
Tempest, could all be easily brought upon a stage where-
a crudely simple representation of the supernatural was 
traditional.o 
Not only is Shakespeare indebted to the Mystery plays, 
but also to the Moralities and Moral-Interludes which coming 
later formed a link between the Mystery and the modern drama. 
The Morality, of which The Castle of Perseverance and Everyman 
are classic examples, describes the struggle between the 
personified forces of good and evil for the possession of a 
human soul. They retained the devil of the Mystery play. The 
Moral-Interlude, of which Lusty Juventus is an example, intro-
duced the Vice, an evil spirit which could take various forms. 
Sometimes he was known as Iniquity, or Hypocrisy. His main 
business was to amuse the audience at the expense of the devil. 
Coleridge believes that the immortal company of Shakespeare's 
clowns and fools is a result of the vices and devils of the 
earlier drama. He says: 
The necessity of at once instructing and gratifying the 
people produced the great distinction between the Greek 
5Frederick Boas, Shakspere ~His Predecessors, P• 8 
and the English theatres;--~or to this we must attribute 
the origin o~ tragic-comedy, or a representation o~ human 
events more lively, nearer the truth, and permitting a 
larger ~ield o~ moral instruction, a more ample exhibition 
o~ the recesses o~ the human heart, under all the trials 
and circumstances that most concern us, than was known or 
guessed at by Aeschylus, Sophocles, or Euripedes;--and at 
the same time we learn to account ~or, and--relatively to 
the author--perceive the necessity of the Fool or Clown 
or both, as the substitutes of the Vice and the Devil, 
which our ancestors had been so accustomed to see in 
every exhibition of the stage, that they could not feel 
any per~ormance perfect without them.6 
And in a like manner of the early dramatists Shakespeare puts 
into the mouths of his clowns and fools sagacious expressions 
embodying moral truths. 
Shakespeare localizes his action just as the older 
playwrights did. In~ Taming£! the Shrew (1591) Sly is: 
Christopher Sly, old Sly's son o~ Burton Heath; by birth 
a pedlar, by education a cardmaker, by transmutation a 
bear-herd, and now by present profession a tinker? Ask 
Marian Racket, the ~at ale-wi~e of Wincot, if she knows 
me not.7 
"If I had thee in Lipsbury pinfold," cries Kent to Oswald, 
"I would make thee care ~or me.n8 
The above is so similar to Noah's Flood where we 
listen to Noah's angry wife scolding: 
Thou were worthy to be clad in Sta~ford blue, 
For thou art alway adread, be it false or true.9 
6 Samuel Coleridge, Lectures and Notes on Shakspere and 
Other Engl!Sh Poets:-p.201 
7~ Taming £! the Shrew, Induction, ii, 19-24 
8~ ~. II, ii, 9-10 
9Towneley Cycle, Noah's Flood, VV, 200-201 
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And in The Second Shepherd's Play when the three 
- -
shepherds are on the moor and the two question the second 
shepherd as to who stole their sheep, the shepherd answers: 
Some rascal. With my dogs 
I've searched through Horbury Shrogs, 
Found one ewe of fifteen hogs.lO 
The early religious drama ignores all distinctions 
of time, place, or action, and in this respect Shakespeare 
is also akin to them.ll In both are found a great freedom as 
compared to the classic limitations which the Renaissance Age 
was copying. With the exception of The Tempest (1611) and 
The Comeay of Errors (1591) Shakespeare's plays show utter 
disregard .for these classical requirements. Indeed, it is 
this that Samuel Johnson in his Preface to Shakespeare (1765) 
so vehemently bewails. A few illustrations will bear testi-
mony to this point. 
In the Towneley Cycle one of the shepherds at the time 
of the Nativity invokes 'Jesus o'Nazorus, Crucyefixus'. 
In the York cycle Noah speaks of. the rainbow as a sign 
to L'all Christian men." 
In The Second Shepherd's Play of the Wakefield cycle, 
many passages bear testimony to this characteristic. .A shep-
herd is heard to say: 
lOwakefield Cycle, ~Second Shepherd's Play, V, 5-7 
llsister Maura, Shakespeare's Catholicism, p. 21 
1 
i 
I 
·J 
II 
I IL ____  
May Christ's cross help me, and St. Nicolas.l2 
Later in the play, Mak says: 
Feace, woman, for God's passion, speak more lowtl3 
At another time they are making the sign of the cross, 
invoking saints, and in general using the phraseology brought 
into use after the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. 
In the Mysteries are found Jews and Romans, but with 
their presentation there is no attempt to reproduce the life 
of the East or of classical antiquity. In the Coventry cycle 
a Jewish high priest appears as a medieval bishop; Herod and 
Filate are almost feudal lords and Satan appears as the duke 
of Hell.14 
Thus Shakespeare when he placed his Roman and Celtic char-
acters amidst the conditions of his own time, was perpet-
uating a distinctive feature of the early English drama.l5 
The Winter's Tale (1611) defies both historical and 
geographical proprieties and in its 'fantastic medley' of 
periods and places, the Warwickshire Whitsun pastorals may be 
found with the oracle of Greece. Again in The Winter's Tale 
we find Bohemia on the shore of the sea. This geographical 
blunder has caused contention for many years. Many assert that 
12Wakefield Cycle, The Second Shepherd's Play, i, 93 
13rbid., vi, 50 
15Frederick Boas, Shakspere ~ ~ Predecessors, p. 9 
in the thirteenth century Bohemian sovereignty actually extend! 
ed to the ports of Aquileia and Trieste. To Kittredge, it 
seems 'prosy to equate Shakespeare's Bohemia. with actual 
Bohemia.• 16 
In Troilus and Cressida (1597) Hector quotes Aristotle: 
Paris and Troilus, you have both said well, 
And on the cause and question now in hand 
Have glaz'd, but superficially; not much 
Unlike young men, whom Aristotle thought 
Unfit to hear moral philosophy.i7 
In A Midsummer Night's Dream (1594) the scene is laid 
amid classical surroundings, but the whole atmosphere of the 
play is English and Elizabethan. Theseus is a Tudor noble 
and not an Athenian duke. As Boas points out, the fact that 
he asks for masques and dances wherewith to celebrate his 
marriage shows he is a true Tudor lord.l8 
The earlier dramatists, following the principles later 
laid down by romantic art in the belief that tragedy was 
heightened by comic relief, blended the humorous with the 
tragic. The York play of Noah's Flood has Noah's wife 
abusing him and bewailing the loss of her gossips even at the 
moment when the flood is about to sweep her away. 
16George Lyman Kittredge, Shakespeare's Complete Works, p. 431 
17Troilus ~ Cressida, II, ii, 163-167 
18Frederick Boas, Shakspere and His Predecessors, p. 184 
==;======\!==.c-· --- -- - --- --------
In fact, as Courthope says: 
Everyone of the playwrights of the Mysteries knew that 
h is audience would not only permit, but would expect him 
to crack his joke about Noah's wife, to pile up his vocab-
ulary in representing the vaunts of Herod, and to lighten 
the atmosphere of gloom and terror surrounding the 
Crucifixion with a sportive episode between Pilate and 
his wife Percula. Beyond this unambitious mark he did 
not attempt to shoot. Nevertheless, even in aiming at 
t his, he was anticipating the principle of the Shakesper-
ian tragi-comedy.l9 
And throughout Shakespeare's plays we find this blend-
ing of the tragic with the comic~ In The Merchant of Venice 
(1594) the trial scene is followed by the humorous ring 
scene. Mercutio speaks wittily concerning his own death. 
In The Comedy £! Errors Aegeon passing on his way to execu-
tion produces a somber note into the comedy. The murder of 
Duncan in Macbeth (1606) is followed by the knocking at the 
gate scene. The graveyard scene in Hamlet (1601) introduces 
comedy into a tragic situation. 
1~ . Bowden aptly summarizes this characteristic when 
he says: 
The tragic and comic are so marvellously blended, that 
the darkest scenes of woe and catastrophe are illumined 
with rays of light, while the lightest pieces are not 
without some solemn warnings. Cordelia relieves the 
horrors of Lear, and Thes~8 speaks like a sage in A 
Midsummer Night's Dream • 
19w. J. Courthope, A History of English Poetry, vol. 1, P· 4o4 --
20Rev. Henry S. Bowden, The Religion of Shakespeare, pp. 52-53 
13 
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In Shakespeare, as in the medieval drama, all classes 
o:f people mingle together in per:fect harmony. Both ·shakespeare 
tit and the religious dramatists took the humble :folk from the 
the world about them. Rich and poor, great and low, live 
together in both--Touchstone and Audrey are married at the 
wedding of Orlando and Rosalind. The shepherds in The Second 
Shepherd's Play are typical of the peasants of Yorkshire; 
Noah's wife is a typical scold and is comparable to Shake-
speare's, Katherine, the Shrew. Certainly it is true, as 
Courthope points out that 
These early dramatists have furnished the hints for all 
the nameless generic characters which figure so prominent-
ly in Shakespeare's plays. His Ftrst and Second Citizens, 
carriers, gentlemen, and soldiers have all o:f them proto-
types in the pageants of the craftmen; and, from the 
:familiar talk by which the actors helped the townsfolk to 
realize the Scripture narrative, was generalized the 
style made classical in the mouths o:f Bottom, Dogberry, 
and Falstaf:f .~a 
In the Mysteries and Moralities the dramatic conflict 
is between the powers of good and evil. In Shakespeare this 
similarity is most evident as he continually portrays a 
struggle between forces morally good and morally bad. 
Several o:f his villains are devils, especially, Aaron, the 
Moor, Richard III, and Iago.22 
Aaron, never without evil intent, except perhaps when 
21w. J. Courthope, A History of English Poetry, vol.l, pp. 403-
404 -
22sister Maura, Shakespeare's Catholicism, p. 31 
he shows mercy toward his blackamoor infant, is terrifying in 
his devilishness. We know him best when he encounters 
Lucius Andronicus and reviews the horrible deeds of his past. 
•Twill vex thy soul to hear what I shall speak; 
For I must talk of murthers, rapes, and massacres, 
Acts of black night, abominable deeds, 
Complots of mischief, treason, villanies 
Ruthless to hear, yet piteously perform1 d;23 
After relating his past fiendish acts the Goth asks him: 
What, canst thou say all this, and never blush? 
Aaron answers: 
Ay, like a black dog, as the saying is. 
And when Lucius asks him whether he is not sorry for his 
heinous deeds, he says: 
Ay, that I had not done a thousand more. 
Even now I curse the day (and yet I think 
Few come within the compass of my curse) 
Wherein I did not some notorious ill: 
As kill a man, or else devise his death; 
Ravish a maid, or plot the way to do it; 
Accuse some innocent, and foreswear myself; 
Set deadly enmity between two friends; 
Make poor men's cattle break their necks; 
Set fire on barns and haystacks in the night 
And bid the owners quench them with their tears. 
Oft have I digg'd up dead men from their graves 
And set them upright at their dear friend's door 
Even when their sorrow almost was forgot, 
And on their skins, as on the bark of trees, 
Have with my knife carved in Roman letters 
'Let not your sorrow die, though I am dead\ 
Tut, I have done a thousand dreadful things 
23Titus Andronicus, V, i, 62-66 
15 
As willingly as one would kill a fly; 
And nothing grieves me heartily indeed 24 But that I cannot do ten thousand more. 
Yes, Aaron's fiendishness is of the blackest hue, but 
turning to Richard III, we gaze upon another devil whose 
whole life was one of intense crime. He murders the little 
princes, his brother Clarence, his friend Hastings, and Anne, 
his wife. Unlike men physically because of his deformity, in 
his self-interest and pride, he aims to excel yet another way. 
His opening speech informs us of his evil aims: 
And therefore, since I cannot prove a lover 
To entertain these fair well-spoken days, 
I am determined to prove a villain 
And hate the idle pleasures of these days.25 
Yet, with all his evil, he is pitiable, especially 
after his encounter with the ghosts when we hear him say: 
My conscience hath a thousand several tongues, 
And every tongue brings in a several tale, 
And every tale condemns me for a villain. 
Perjury, perjury, in the high'st degree, 
Murther, stern murther, in the dir'st degree. 
All several sins, all us'd in each degree, 
Throng to the bar, crying all 1 Guiltyt guiltyt' 
I sh~ll despair. There is no creature loves me; 
And 1f I die, no soul shall pity me.26 
24Titus Andronicus, v, i, 120-143 
25Richard III, I, i, 28-31 
26~ •• v, iii, 194-202 
To Shakespeare, this is the essence of evil. Richard 
has cut himself off from all human relationships. He is 
alone 1 With his philosophy his only possible 'delight could 
be found in self-interest·. 
But we yet must consider Iago, the most subtle devil. 
He cloaks his wicke'dness in what would seem virtue. He is 
the villain when he appears •most honest;• his reputation 
is above reproach--'a Florentine most kind and honest~' 
In the most subtle way he causes Othello to doubt 
Desdemona's innocence, nor does he ever desist from his 
devilish tactics, but rather pursues his course of evil until 
the :powers of hell have done their worst. At the last, Othell 
realizes he has been influenced by a devil. · This fiend can-
not be killed in the usual way~ 
' I look down towards his feet--but that's a fable~ 
If that thou be'st a devil, I cannot kill thee.G~ 
Many more illustrations might be given to show the 
kinship between Shakespeare's devils and the Devil of the 
old Mysteries. Shakespeare seems to realize the inevitable 
evil caused by these powers of hell and in his characteristic 
way makes this vivid in' his plays. Even when there is not 
present one of these veritable fiends, one is conscious of 
27othello, v, ii, 286-287 
II 
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a dramatic con~lict between good and evil. Sometimes there 
is the reaction o~ vice on the human soul and destiny. 28 
This we also ~ind in the religious Moralities. The jealousy 
of Leontes causes tragedy; Antony and Cleopatra are ruined 
by their own vices. 
Countless illustrations could be cited in Shakespeare's 
plays to show their kinship to the early dramas. Macbeth's 
porter, in his drunken mutterings, recalls the janitor of 
Hell in the Mysteries. 
If a man were the porter of hell-gate, 
he would have old turning the key. 
Knock, knock, knockl Vllio's there, i 1 
the name o~ Beelzebub? Here's a farmer, 
that hang'd himself on the expectation 
of plenty• Come· in time •••• I' 11 devil-
porter it no further.29 
Without a doubt, Shakespeare had w~tched the Coventry 
players and had seen the souls of the damned thrown into the 
gaping jaws of Hell. A distinguishing mark between the 
1 damyned' and'savyd' was a difference in coloring. In 
As You Like It (1597) Celia and Rosalind make use of this 
----
knowledge as they discuss Orlando. Rosalind says: 
His very hair is of the dissembling colour.30 
28sister Maura, Shakespeare's Catholicism, p. 37 
29Macbeth, II, iii, 1-19 
30!! ~ Like _ll, III, iv, 7 
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And Celia answers: 
Something browner than Judas' 
Marry, his kisses are Judas' own children. 
And Rosalind continuing the conversation says: 
I' faith, his hair is of a good colour. 
To which Celia agrees: 
An excellent colour. Your chestnut was 
ever the only colour.31 
In ~ Merry Wives ~ Windsor (1597) Slender is de-
scribed as having 'a Cain-colored beard.• 32 Cain/ also is 
reminiscent of the old Mystery plays'.~ 
In the later Moralities, the devil is plagued by the 
Vice. In Twelfth Night (1601) the clown carols as he re-
plies to 'madly-used Malvolio;' 
I am gone, sir, 
And anon, sir, 
I'll be with you again, 
In a trice, 
Like to the old Vice, 
You need to sustain; 
Who, with dagger of lath, 
In his rage and his wrath, 
Cries 'ahal' to the devil. 
Like a mad lad, 
'Pare thy nails, dad,' 
Adieu, goodman, devil~33 
31~ ~ ~ l!t III, iv, 9-13 
32~ Merry Wives ~Windsor, I, iv, 23-24 
33Twelfth Night, IV, ii, 130-141 
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Prince Henry calls Falstaff: , 
That reverend vice, that grey 
iniquity, that father ruffian, 
that vanity in years.34 
Hamlet, speaking to his mother, likens the king to 
' a vice o:f ki~s. ' 35 
Richard. III is heard to say: 
Thus like the formal vice, Iniquity, 
· I moralize two meanings in one word.36 
And again in Henry V (1597} the boy on the field of 
battle, speaking to Pistol says: 
Bardolph and Nym had ten times more 
valour than this roaring devil i' th' 
old play that everyone may ~~re his 
nails with a wooden dagger. 
Before leaving the study of the similarity between 
Shakespeare and the medieval dramatists we shall consider 
their resemblance in the treatment of death. With the 
medieval dramatists this was ever a popular theme, and the 
playwrights personified the abstract subject in detailed 
vividness. Everyman takes it as its subject. Again, Shake-
s·pear follows in the footsteps of his predecessors, and in 
handling death he also personifies it with the same vividness 
34I Henry IV, II, iv, 500-501 
35Hamlet, III, iv, 98 
36Richard 1!f, III, i, 82-83 
37nenry v, IV, iv, 75-77 
e · 
of detail. When Hamlet dies, he likens the specter, Death, 
to an officer: 
Had I but time {as this fell sergeant, Death, 38 Is strict in his arrest) 0, I could tell you--
Fortinbras believes death carries off its victims to 
do with them as he pleases: 
0 proud Death, 
What feast is toward in thine eternal cell 
That thou so many princes at a shot 
So bloodily hast struck?39 
To Constance, death is a lover: 
Death, death, 0 amiable lovely death\ 
Thou odoriferous stench\ sound rottenness\ 
Arise forth from the couch of lasting night, 
Thou hate and terror to prosperity, 
And I will kiss thy detestable bones, 
And put my eyeballs in thy vaulty brows, 
And ring these fingers with thy household worms, 
And stop this gap of breath with fulsome dust, 
And be a carrion monster like thyself. 
Come, grin on me, and I will think thou smil'st 
And buss thee as thy wife. Misery's love, 
O, come to met40 
To Romeo, death is a rival: 
Ah, dear Juliet, 
Why art thou yet so fair? Shall I believe 
38Hamlet, V, ii, 347-348 
39~ •• 375-378 
40~ ~~ III, iv, 25-36 
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That unsubstantial Death is amorous, 
And that the lean abhorred monster keeps 
Thee here in dark to be his paramour? 
For fear of that I still will stay with thee 
And never from this palace of dim night 
Depart again.41 
And so in myriad ways one realizes that Shakespeare 
has been influenced by the old religious plays and is 
unique among the dramatists of his age in employing to a 
remarkable degree the characteristics o~ the ~edieval drama. 
And together with these marked characteristics are ~ound 
a deep and fervent acknowledgment and reverence ~or Cathol-
icism along with an amazing tolerance and love for all men 
due, in part, at least, to the early influences o~ home, 
school, and church. Stephen Hale pays high tribute to 
Shakespeare when he says: 
I~ a divine mission could possibly be attributed to 
Shakespeare, i~ that incalculable and beauti~ul power, 
which we call genius o~ Shakespeare, had one sole purpose 
to ~ulfill, surely that mission and that power were given 
to restore to Englishmen the sense o~ brotherhood and 
goodwill, in an age when "religious" leaders and teachers 
seemed to have forgotten the very name o~ "humanity.n42 
42Romeo and Juliet, v, iii, 101-108 
43stephen Hales, Shakespeare's Religion, pp. 29-30 
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A COMPARATIVE STUJ)Y OF SHAKESPEARE'S PLAYS 
WITH THEIR SOURCES 
Shakespeare in writing his plays may well be likened 
to a master painter who must have a subject, but who invests 
his model with his own creative genius. Mr. Collier expresses 
it aptly when he says: 
He employed the materials supplied by some of his predeces-
sors and contemporaries merely as a great painter uses what 
is called a lay-figure; he borrowed the position, but in-
vested it himself with drapery, colour, character, and 
sentiments.l 
Mr. Collier's analysis is splendid, but not complete. 
After studying his sources, one realizes that Shakespeare 
first of all cleansed them, :freed them :from religious prej-
udice and intolerance, purged them from moral grossness, and 
in many instances changed religious propaganda to a reverent 
observance of all things holy. Shakespeare again holds an 
unique position among his contemporaries. No other dramatist 
of his age has made such careful revisions of his sources. 
It was an age of religious and political upheaval--an age 
when anti-Catholic propaganda sold well. Most of the dram-
atists profited by this as will be pointed out in a later 
chapter. We may safely conclude that such a comparison of 
lJohn Payne Collier, Shakespeare's Library, Preface to 
Romeus and Juliet, p. ii 
Shakespeare's plays with his available sources strongly in-
dicates that he has eradicated religious intolerance and fur-
'it thermore that he has plainly introduced a strong religious 
element into his plays. 
We shall make a brief comparative study of several of 
his plays with their sources, namelY, Romeo and Juliet (1594), 
Hamlet (1601), All's ~ ~ ~ ~ (1601), Othello 
(1601), and~ Winter's ~ (1611). Each of these plays 
indicates Shakespeare's careful revisions; his obliteration 
of all religious propaganda and intolerance; his introduction 
of reverence and admiration for all things religious. A more 
detailed study will be made of King John (1594). In fact, the 
latter part of this chapter will compare it with its probable 
source, ~ Troublesome Raigne £! ~' ~ of England. 
This play, more than any other, justifies our opinion in 
regard to Shakespeare's religious toleration. Following the 
plot outlined in the Troublesome Raigne Shakespeare deletes 
all intolerance, bitterness, and rancor in regard to religion, 
and in their places introduces tolerance, sympathy, and rever-
ent respect for the Church. A greater part of the chapter 
will be devoted to a comparison of Shakespeare's ~ ~ 
with Bishop Bale's Kynge Johan (cl548) because Kynge Johan 
is indicative of the bitter anti-Catholic bigotry and intol-
erance so prevalent in much of the literature of this period. 
It offers interesting comparison with Shakespeare's ~ ~· 
I 
Romeo~ Juliet undoubtedly was · the first important 
plaY of Shakespeare. For his plot he used the poem of 
Arthur Brooke,~ Tragicall Historye of .Romeus and Juliet, 
which was based on the novel of Bandello's. Brooke's poem 
seems to be written as a Protestant tract, condemning the 
Catholic Church. In the preface, not · only are the youthful 
lovers condemned for lust and wantonness, but many deriding 
insults are hurled at the Church and clergy. 
And to this ende--good reader--is this tragicall matter 
written, to describe unto thee a coople of unfortunate 
lovers; thralling themselves to unhonest desire, neglect-
ing the authoritie and advice of parents and frendes, 
c.onferring their :principall counsels with dronken 
gossyppes, and superstitious friers--the naturally fitte 
instruments of unchastie - -attemptyng al~ adventures of 
peryll, for thattaynyng of -their wished lust, usying 
auricular confession--the kay ,of whoredome, and treason--
for furtheraunce of theyr purpose, abusyng the honorable 
name of lawefull mariage, to cloke the shame of stolne 
contractes, finallye, by all meanes of unhonest lyfe, 
hastyng to most urihappye deathe.2 
How far removed from petty slander is Shakespeare's I 
interpretationl To him, the 1 star-crossed' lovers are little I! 
more than children who are victims of their parents' old 
enmity. The entire attitude toward .the Church is changed. 
Friar Lawrence is not the 'superstitious' friar. He is the 
fatherly friend to whom the young people turn ror counsel 
2John Payne Collier, Shakespeare's Library,"The Tragicall 
Historye of Romeus and Juliet," pp. iii-
1
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and advice. To prevent the ardent young lovers from commit-
ting sin, he even risks the displeasure of two noble families. 
~ Does this not bear witness to a definite turning from the 
anti-religious trend of the source to a loftier theme with 
religious appreciation? 
The plot of Hamlet was taken, probably, from Belle-
forest's Histoires Tragiques which contained The Hystorie £! 
Hamblet. Again we see a marked difference between the play 
and the source, especially towards the conclusion. In the 
original we have the murder of Hamblet's father, the marriage 
of his mother with the murderer, Hamblet's pretended madness, 
his interview with his mother, and his voyage to England. 
Both have these points in common, but here the similarity 
ends·. 
Throughout the source, one is .conscious of a crudeness 
in the treatment of the themes~ Gertrude is untrue to her 
husband while he lives; Hamblet's interview with his mother 
is on a much lower level. A more vindictive spirit 
permeates the older play~ Even after the king's death, 
Hamblet is heard to say: 
Bee joyfull, then make ready the nosegay for the usurp-
ing king; burne his abhominable body, boyle his lasciv-
ious members and cast the ashes of him that hath beene 
hurtfull to all the world into the ayre; drive from you 
the sparkes of pitie, to the end that neither silver, 
nor christall cup, nor sacred tombe may be the restfull 
habitation of the reliques and bones of so detestable 
a man: let not one trace of a parricide be seene, nor 
your country defiled with the presence of the least 
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member of this tyrant without pity, that your neigh-
bors may not smell the contagion, nor our land the 
polluted infection of a body condemned for his wicked-
ness.3 
, Rancor and crudeness of this kind are unknown in 
Shakespeare's play. As will be illustrated later, through-
out the play there are instances of intense religious feeling; 
prayers are earnest, and Hamlet hesitates in his deeds be-
cause of the prick of conscience, not from a base motive~ 
The doctrine of purgatory is introduced into the play. This 
alone justifies the belief that religion has been introduced 
into the play~ Again Shakespeare has differed strongly from 
the source. 
All's Well That Ends Well has its plot taken mainly .......,. _______ _ 
from the novella of Beltramo de Rossiglione and Giglietta di 
Nerbone in Boccaccio's Decameron, as translated in Painter's 
Palace £! Pleasure. Once more Shakespeare has made many 
changes. Instead of portraying Helena as a scheming adven-
turess, like Giglietta, in the original, Shakespeare clothes 
her with humility and gives her the virtues of strength and 
devotion. He emphasizes Helena's self-abasement. She is 
concerned, primarily, in saving the character of her husband, 
and not merely in seeking her own worldly advancement. 
3John Payne Collier, Shakespeare's Library, "The Hystorie of 
Hamblet, PP• 167-168 
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My master, my dear lord he is, and I 
His servant live and will his vassal die.4 
She ~eels she has a divine mission to per~orm. She 
will even hurt him i~ it is ~or his ultimate good~ She ~ol­
lows a~ter him and meets him in Florence~ She does him 'wrong 
~or his own sake.' She tells us her plan which, in her own 
words, 
Is wicked meaning in a law~ul deed, 
And law~ul meaning in a law~ul act, 
Where both not sin, and yet a sinful ~act.5 
When Bertram rejects Helena because o~ her low birth 
the king utters words o~ wisdom and charity showing true 
moral values. 
From lowest place when virtuous things proceed, 
The place is .digni~ied by th' doer's deed. 
Vlliere great additions swell's, and virtue none, 
It is a dropsied honour~ Good alone 
Is good without a name; vileness is so: 
The property by what it is should go, 
Not by the title. 6 .. 
Again Shakespeare will~ul1y raises the character 
o~ the source to a higher level where characters are motivated 
4All's ~ That~!!:..!!, I, iii, 164-165 
5~., III, vii, 45-47 
6Ibid., II, iii, 132-138 
by religious attitudes. 
Shakespeare takes his plot for Othello ~rom the seventh 
novella of the third decade in the Hecatommithi of Giovanni 
Battista Giraldi, surnamed Cinthio. Again, Shakespeare raises 
the tone of the play to a loftier moral level. The conclusion 
of the play again justifies our belief that he has introduced 
religion. Othello, after killing Desdemona, undergoes great 
anguish of soul. Gazing at the dead Desdemona, he becomes 
conscious of his foul deed and contemplates God's awful 
judgment and we hear him say: 
When we shall meet at compt, 
This look of thine will hurl ~ soul from heaven, 
And fiends will snatch at it. 
He repents and yearns for the cleansing fires of 
purgatory: 
0 cursed slavel 
Whip me, ye devils, 
From the possession of this heavenly sightl 
Blow me about in windsl roast me in sulphurl 
Wash me in steep-down gulfs of liquid firetB 
In Cinthie's novel the Moor does not suffer as Othello 
does. He is tortured and finally killed, but never does he 
repent of his evil deed. 
?othello, v, ii, 273-275 
8Ibid., V, ii, 276-280 
........... 
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The Winter's ~. the source of which is Robert 
Greene's Pandosto, later reprinted under the title Dorastus 
and Fawnia, reiterates Shakespeare's practice of elevating 
the moral tone. In Greene's novel, Pandosto falls grossly 
in love with his own daught.er, Fawnia. Later in the story 
he commits suicide. In The Winter's Tale Shakespeare care-
fully shows how the passion, jealousy, is capable of causing 
untold heartache and disaster. Always does be stress the 
moral issue at stake. At the end there is perfect reconcil-
iation. Leontes is penitent and craves forgiveness. 
Hermione, symbolic of lofty Christian womanhood, is forgiving. 
It is most evident that Shakespeare has used the virtue of 
Hermione to bring about the triumph of good over evil~ 
Turn~ng to the study of King ~ we shall first con-
sider Bishop Bale's Kynge Johan which offers an interesting 
study bearing testimony to the fact that writers of this 
historical period used the pen to promote religious propaganda 
This is most evident in the case of John Bale. Coming to the 
Carmelites, at the age of twelve, he was educated by them and 
embued with the teachings of the Catholic faith and finally 
became a friar in the Order. Having a disposition for study, 
he was sent to Cambridge. There he became completely con-
verted to the new order of things in religion and relinquished 
his connections with the Carmelites. After marrying, he 
became a secular .priest and later Bishop of Ossory, in Ireland 
From the time of his conversion, be became a bitter enemy of 
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the "old faith" a.nd dedicated his· pen to anti-Catholic propa-
ganda. Associating with such men as Cromwell, he aimed to 
4lt further the Protestant Reformation by writing slanderous and 
bigoted plays condemning all things Catholic. Kynge Johan 
is a classic example of this type of literature. From a 
literary standpoint, the play is of interest ~ecause it occu-
pies a.n intermediate place between the Moralities and the 
later historical plays. Still retaining the abstract imper-
sonations, characteristic of the Moralities, it takes some of 
the leading and popular events of the reign of King John and 
applies them to the circumstances of the country in the latter 
part of the reign of Henry VIII. 
Without a doubt, Bale saw a similarity between the two 
periods of history--King John's quarrel with the Pope, and 
Henry VIII's controversy with Pope Clement VII. In taking 
King John, as his subject, he is able to reveal his belief in 
the theory of the divine right of kings, a subject uppermost 
in many minds during this period of religious and political 
upheaval. Bale sees in King John a martyr king, not allowed 
to be answerable to God, but rather subject to an earthly 
power. 
The play opens emphasizing King John's rightful position 
as head of his country in all matters, spiritual as well as 
temporal. We realize that Bale's sympathy is with the King. 
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This noble xynge johan, as a faythfull Moyses, 
Withstode proude Pharao for hys poore Israel, 
Myndynge to brynge yt owt of the lande of darkenesse, 
But the Egyptyanes did agaynst hym so rebel1, 
That hys poore people ded styll in the desart dwell, 
Tyll that duke Josue, whych was our late Kynge Henrye, 
Clerely brought us in to the lande of mylke and honye. 
As a strong David, at the voyce of verytie, 
Great Golye, the pope, he stroke downe with hys slynge, 
Restorynge agayne to a Christen lybertie 
Hys lande and people, lyke a most vyctoryouse Kynge; 
To hir first bewtye intendynge the Church to brynge, 
From ceremonyes dead to the lyvynge wurde of the Lorde~ 
King John's rightful position is further emphasized by 
the Interpretour at the end of Act I. 
In thys present acte we have to yow declared, 
As in a myrrour, the begynnynge of Kynge Johan, 
How he was of God a magistrate appoynted 
To the governaunce o:f thys same noble regyon; 
But Satan the Devyll, whych that tyme was at large, 
Had so great a swaye that he coulde it not discrarge.lO 
In· the above passage, the Pope is referred to as the Devil. 
Through~, out the play, there is continual slander hurled 
at all things .religious. To quote, we hear the King reproach-
ing the Cardinal and Pope as: 
All references to Kynge Johan are to John Bale's Kynge Johan 
ed. by John Payne rro!!ier, Printed :for the Camden~ety by 
John Bowyer Nichols and Son, London, 1938. 
9John Bale, Kynge Johan, Act I, 12-24, p~ 43 
10~ •• 18-24, p. 42 
Belles prystes, . 
Lyvyng by ydolls, yea the very antiohryst.ll 
Ynglond's opening words to Kynge Johan tell us that 
the land must be protected from: 
Suohe lubbers as hath dysgysed head un their hoodes, 
Whych in ydelnes do lyve by other menns goodes, 
Monkes, chanons, and nones in dyvers ooloure and · 
shappe, 
Bothe whyght blaoke and pyed, 
God send ther increase yll happe.l2 
She goes on to say: 
For they take me my cattell, howse, and land, 
My wods and pasture, with other commodyteys, 
Lyke as Christ ded saye to the wyckyd Pharyseys, 
Pore wydowys howsys ye grosse up by long prayers, 
In syde cotys wondryng lyke most dysgysed p1ayers~l3 
At another time, the Pope is referred to as: 
The wyld bore of Rome, God let hym never to thee, 
Lyke pygges they folow in fantysyes dreamei4and 1yes, And ever are fed with hys vyle cerymonyes. 
And yet again, Ynglond says: 
This vyle popyoh swyne hath clene exyled my hosband. 15 
11John Bale, KyAge Johan, Act I, 151-152 
12~ •• 22-25, p.2 
13Ibid. 22-26, p. 3 _, 
14rbid., 4-6, p.4 
-
15Ibid. 13, p.5 _, 
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The Pope curses Kynge Johan in language hardly be~ittin I 
a prelate o~ the Church: 
For as much as Kyng Johan doth Holy Church so handle, 
Here I do curse hym wyth crosse, boke, bell and candle. 
Lyke as this same roode turneth now ~rom me his ~ace, I 
So God I requyre to sequester hym o~ his grace. 
As this boke doth speare by my worke mannuall, 1 
I wyll God to close uppe from hym his bene~yttes all, 
As this burnyng flame goth from this candle in syght, II 
I wyll God to put hym ~rom his eternall lyght. 
I take hym ~rom Crist, and a~ter the sowned of this I 
bell, 
Both body and sowle I give hym to the devyll o~ hell. 1 I 
After Kynge Johan has been placed under an interdict, 
and surrendered his crown, only the widowed England remains 
loyal. But at the end, all is made right; the Fope is banishe, l 
from England; John is proclaimed a national hero. 
This play is near in time to Shakespeare, but how ~ar 
removed from any likeness to our poet~ John Bale sought to 
glori~y one creed by the condemnation o~ another. Shakespeare 
exhibits only reverence and toleration towards all religions, 
and seeks to establish a harmony in the hearts of men during 
an inharmonious age~ 
16John Bale, Kynge Johan, I, 16-25, p. 40 
A comparative study o~ King ~ with the bitter, anti-
papal Troublesome Raigne £! John, King £! England bears strong 
testimony to the ~act that Shakespeare discarded the religious 
bigotry ~ound in the source and introduced a sympathetic and 
tolerant attitude towards all things religious~ 
The authorship o~ the Troublesome Raigne is unknown al-
though many critics, including Capell, Tieck, and Ulrici 
deemed it one o~ Shakespeare's earlier plays~ No doubt, the 
critics have be:e.n misled by several incidents in the history 
o~ the play. It was ~irst printed, anonymously, in 1591; to be 
re-printed in 1611 with the superscription 'by W~ Sh~' on the 
title-page. This was evidently done to deceive the public~ 
.A third edition was printed in 1622 with •w. Shakespeare' on 
the t .itle-page.17 It is hardly conceivable that Shakespeare 
could have been its author~ 
In writing ~ ~ it is true that Shakespeare keeps 
close to the original in plot and characterization, but the 
notable di~~erence is his complete change o~ attitude toward 
the Church and things religious~ At a time o~ tremendous 
religious and political upheaval, Shakespeare paints John ~or 
his Elizabethan audience, not as the hero o~ the Troublesome 
Raigne who sought mainly to liberate England ~rom papal domina-
17Horace H. Furness, ed., A New Variorum Edition of Shake-
speare, vol. xn, p. viTI 
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tion and who derided and blasphemed the Church because he 
thought it was just to do so. Instead John is painted as the 
true tyrant that he was, void of all principles of morality 
and religion. His right to the throne is mere pretense, and 
to keep it he does not hesitate to stoop to any treacherous 
action; He surrenders English possessions on the continent; 
he plans for the death of Arthur, the rightful heir. The one 
thing he does fear is deposition, and that fear causes him to 
forsake all religious and moral obligations. 
Why did Shakespeare make such changes in his play? 
The Troublesome Raigne had never been suppressed~ Shakespeare 
could have safely followed it. He could have glorified John 
in the eyes of those of his audience who were eager to con-
demn the Catholic Church. That he did change his character 
· is an essential point and one that we must consider in our 
subject. Of course, he might have wished to conform more 
strictly to history and follow Holinshed more accuratelyl 
Yet, why does he seem to care so little for accuracy in 
historical facts in other of his historical plays? It seems 
so much more evident that Shakespeare's main reason for alter-
. . 
ing the Troublesome Raigne was because he was, in spirit, so 
true a Christian that he was generously tolerant of all 
religions. As Corson points out, he will not tolerate the 
I _ ___ _ 
fierce partisan spirit of the older play.18 
Let us consider the two speeches of King John and 
Pandulph. Both have aroused much controversy in regard to 
their interpretation. Pandulph, the Legate of Innocent III, 
is sent to call the king to account for refusing Stephen 
Langton, Archbishop of Canterbury, admission to his See and 
:for appropriating its revenues~ Pandulph, in his speech to 
John, makes it clear that he is making the demands in the 
name of the Pope, not as a temporal ruler, but as spiritual 
head of the Church. He addresses John: 
Hail, you anointed deputies of heaven\ 
To thee, King John, my holy errand is. 
I Pandulph, of fair Milan Cardinal, 
And from Pope Innocent the legate here, 
Do in his name religiously demand 
Why thou against the Church, our holy mother, 
So willfully dost spurn, and force perforce 
Keep Stephen Langton, chosen Archbishop 
Of Canterbury, from that holy see. 
This, in our foresaid holy fathere'i9name, Pope Innocent, I do demand of thee. 
To which King John replies: 
What earthly name to interrogatories 
Can task the :free breath o:f a sacred king? 
Thou canst not, Cardinal, devise a name 
So slight, unworthy, and ridiculous . 
To charge me to an answer, as the Pope. 
Tell him this tale, and :from the mouth of England 
And thus much more, that no Italian priest 
18Hiram Corson, An Introduction to the Study ~ Shakespeare, p:- 162 --
19King ~' III, i, 135-146 
Shall tithe or toll in our dominions; 
But as we, under heaven, are supreme head, 
So, under Him that great supremacy, 
Where we do reign, we will alone uphold, 
Without th' assistance of a mortal hand. 
So tell the Pope, all reverence s2~ apart 
To him and his usurp'd authority. 
Philip tells him he blasphemes, to which he replies: 
Though you and all the kings of Christendom 
Are led so grossly by this meddling priest, 
Dreading the curse that money may buy out, 
And by the merit of vile gold, dross, dust, 
Purchase corrupted pardon of a man, 
Vllio in that sale sells pardon from himself--
Though you, and all the rest so grossly led, 
This juggling witchcraft with revenue cherish, 
Yet I alone, alone do me oppose 
Against the Pope and count his friends my foes.21 
John's defiant reply to the Cardinal is in keeping with 
his character. Now that the Pope crosses him, he sees his 
title once more in jeopardy and so he bases his argument on 
the sacredness of his kingly character, which he feels gives 
him full authority to rule in his dominion without earthly 
interference from anyone. It is a bitter speech, but 
Shakespeare has omitted the Tudor claim of spiritual and 
temporal supremacy which we find in the Troublesome Raigne, 
and we do not have his threat of beheading the Pope, nor his 
20King ~' III, i, 147-160 
21~ •• 161-171 
anti-papal: 
And what hast thou, or the Pope thy master, to do, to 
demand of me how I employ mine own? Know, Sir Priest, ·· 
as I honour the church and holy churchmen, so I scorn 
to be subject to the greatest Prelate in the world. 
Tell thy Master so from me; and say, John of England 
said it, that never an Italian Priest of them all, 
shall either have tithe, toll, or polling penny out 
of England, but, as I am King, so will I reign next 
under God, Supreme Head both over spiritual and tem-
poral. And he that contradicts me in this, I'll make 
him hop headless.22 
When Philip tells him he blasphemes, he challenges the 
Pope to the sword. 
If the Pope will be Ki~ in England let him win 
it with the sword.23 
Pandulph pronounces John excommunicated, and in the 
Troublesome Raigne he promises forgiveness of sins to the 
one who will murder the King. Shakespeare's Pandulph makes 
his demands religiously in the name of the Pope. He feels 
that John has encroached on his spiritual jurisdiction. The 
opening encounter between Pandulph and John shows the dignity 
and spiritual character of Pandulph in contrast to the rude-
ness and disregard for religion in John~ It is interesting 
to note the differences in the interpretation of Pandulph by 
22Troublesome Raigne, v, 70-78 
23~ •• 83-84 
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various critics. Two extreme interpretations are those of 
Mrs. Griffith and Mr. Bowden, respectively: Mrs. Griffith 
compares him with Milton's Satan, asserting that the object of 
both is the same--"the absolute and exclusive dominion of 
Heaven.n24 Mr. Bowden says: "The old play makes Pandulph a 
hypocrite and a Machiavellian simply because he is a Catholic 
prelate. rr 25 
A further proof of Pandulph's acting in a purely 
spiritual way is made evident by his dealing with Constance, 
the mother of Arthur. It is only natural that the mother's 
one ambition is to see her son, the legitimate heir to the 
throne, crowned King of England. Consequently, the Church's 
quarrel with John has aroused new hope in her heart. Trying 
to link her cause with the cause of the Church she says: 
0, lawful let it be 
That I have room with Rome to curse awhilel 
Good Father Cardinal, cry thou amen 
To my keene curses; for without my wrong 
There is no tongue hath power to curse him right.26 
Pandulph's reply is: 
There's law and warrant, lady, for my curse. 27 
24Elizabeth Griffith, Morality£! Shakespeare's Dramas, p. 180 
25Rev. Henry s. Bowden, ~ Religion£! Shakespeare, p. 127 
26~ ~~ III, i, 179-183 
27 Ibid., 184 
.. 
And blessed shall he be that doth revolt 
From his allegiance to an heretic, 
And meritorious shall that hand be call'd, 
Canonized, and worshipp'd as a saint, 
That tak~s away by2~ny secret eourse Thy hateful life. 
It seems little different from his .speech in the 
Troublesome Raigne. Mr. ~owden thinks Shakespeare allowed 
this passage to remain because of a regard for his personal 
safety. I cannot believe this. Again, Mr. Bowden believes 
this speech may exemplify Shakespeare's own feeling toward 
Elizabeth. This does not seem consistent with Shakespeare's 
impartial mind. 
Consider the speeches concerned with the oft disputed 
doctrine of oaths. Philip, throughout the play, shows faith 
and confidence in the principles and judgements of the Church 
and so he naturally turns to the Church for advice when the 
question of the allegiance to the oaths is troubling him. 
28King ~' III, i, 174-179 
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Although Philip wishes to remain true to both oaths, Pandulph 
shows him that this impossible. He cannot have fidelity to 
both John and the Church. He reminds him of the oath taken 
at his coronation whereby he vowed that he would defend the 
Church. He goes on to show him that keeping peace with John, 
who disregards the laws of the Church, he is not defending it. 
o, let thy vow 
First made to heaven, first be to heaven perform'd.29 
We see this same teaching on the doctrine of oaths in 
~ Henry !l• Old Salisbury joins the rebellion against King 
Henry and when the king upbraids him for his disloyalty, he 
replies: 
My lord, I have considered with myself 
The title of this most renowned duke 
And, in my conscience, do repute his Grace30 The rightful heir to England's royal seat. 
To which the King says: 
Hast thou not sworn ·allegiance unto me?31 
Salisbury acknowledges that he has and when the king 
questions him further in regard to the breaking of his first 
vows, we have the noble spe~ch of Salisbury, which epitomizes 
his philosophy and religious concepts. In it we perceive how 
29King ~~ III, i, 264-266 
30~ ~Henry !l• V, i, 175-178 
31~ •• 179 
43 
he rises above all controversial orthodox creeds and shows 
that he was ·a true Christian and therefore always tolerant 
and charitable. 
It is great sin to swear unto a sin, 
But greater sin to keep a sinful oath. 
Who can be bound by any solemn vow 
To do a murd'rous deed, to rob a man, 
To force a spotless virgin's chastity, 
To reave the orphan of his patrimony, 
To wring the widow from her custom'd right, 
And have no other reason for this wrong32 But that he was bound by a solemn oath. 
Shakespeare creates a truly noble and loyal character 
II 
l 
in the person of Faulconbridge. He remains loyal to John as 
king, but is ever mindful of his faults. Often critics inter- I 
pret him as being the personification of England's nationalism. ! 
However we characterize him, we see a very different Faulcon-
bridge from the one portrayed in the Troublesome Raigne where 
he. rails at the Pope and Legate and expresses indignant con-
tempt at John's submission to Pandulph. In Shakespeare's 
play he looks upon Pandulph as the friend of England and a 
peace-maker. Before John suggests the death of Arthur, he 
removes Faulconbridge from t .he scene. He sends him on an 
errand to collect money from the monasteries~ This is histor-
ically ~rue, but Shakespeare merely tells us of Fauloonbridge's 
32~ King Henry !!• v, i, 182-190 
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going as compared to the vivid ace:ounts o:f ribald scenes o:f 
:friars and nuns given in the Troublesome Raigne. The ~act 
that Shakespeare omits the offensive scenes within the 
monasteries, :proves further, his sympathetic attitude towards 
things religious and his great tolerance and reverence for all 
things holy. His Elizabethan audience would have enjoyed 
these scenes. The low comedy would have sold, especially to 
the groundlings. 
In John's death, Shakespeare :presents the incident of 
the monk's :poisoning more as a conjecture rather than. a 
certainty. 
The King, I fear, -is :poison'd by a monk.33 
He has John die, as he lived, with no :prayer on his 
li:ps. However, he does not die cursing Rome as he does in 
the Troublesome Raigne. 
Since John did yield unto the Priest of Rome, 
Nor he nor his have :prosp 1 red on the earth: 
Curst are his blessings; and his curse is bliss.34 
And the monk does not obtain the abbot's blessing and 
the promise of heaven as the reward for murdering the king. 
Thomas, kneel down, and if thou art resolv'd, 
I will absolve thee here from all thy sins, 
For why, the deed is meritorious, 
33King ~. V, vi, 23 
34Troublesome Raigne, viii, 90-92 
Forward, and fear not, man, for every month · 
Our friars shall sing a mass for Thomas' soul.35 
In the epilogue, Shakespeare suppresses a final fling 
at the Pope and ends the play with the words of Faulconbridge: 
Nought shall make us rue 
If England to itself do rest but true.36 
Thus a comparative study of the two plays serves to 
substantiate evidence of the presence of religion in 
Shakespeare's play~ Tolerance arid reverence are exhibited 
at all times as compared to the intolerance and irreverence 
of the Troublesome Raigne. 
And so Shakespeare~ the master-painter, after studying 
his models, changes them to justify his ethical ideals; 
removes all religious prejudice and intolerance from them, and 
by careful and deliberate strokes of the brush, prqduces 
characters of moral integrity; lifts his themes to a loftier 
level; causes good to triumph over evil; and produces a tone 
of reverent awe and appreciation towards all things religious. 
35Troublesome Raigne, vi, 139-143 
36~ John, V, vii, 117-119 
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CHAPTER III 
EVIDENCES OF CATHOLICISM IN SHAKESPEARE'S 
WRITINGS 
e. 
EVIDENCES OF CATHOLICISM IN SHAKESPEARE'S 
·wRITINGS 
The readiness and aptitude with which Shakespeare avails 
himself of Catholic imagery are manifested again and 
again; he puts before us· temples, altars, priests, friars, 
nuns, the Mass, sacrifices, patens of gold, chalices, 
incense, relics, holy crosses, the invocation of saints 
and angels, the sign of the Cross, the Sacraments of 
Baptism, Penance, Holy Eucharist, Extreme Unction, de-
tails of ritual, as for instance the Benedictio Thalami. 
These and other Catholic rites and usages are introduced 
with a delicacy and fitness possible only f£r a mind 
habituated to the Church's tone of thought. 
· Although Father Bowden's paramount purpose is to ac-
claim Shakespeare's Catholicism, yet even a cursory acquaint-
ance with the doctrine and ritual of the Catholic Church 
substantiates his statement. We, in our study, are not con-
cerned with his religious affiliations, but it seems reasonable 
to believe that Shakespeare evinced an appreciation for the 
"old faith" and furthermore introduced this fondness into 
his plays. The following illustrations are only indicative 
of the manifold examples found manifest on almost every page of 
his writings. 
Always does he show the most reverent respect toward 
Religious. Never does he place them in ridiculous situations, 
but rather in positions where they command respect and affee-
1Rev. Henry Bowden, ~ Religion ![!_ Shakespeare, p. 12 
tion. Friar Lawrence in Romeo and Juliet (1594) is "one o:f 
his kindliest creations." Throughout the :play he manifests 
loving solicitude :for his two young :penitents. Romeo's :first 
im:pulse is to confide his love to his ghostly :father. Friar 
Lawrence's :first word o:f greeting to him is a blessing 
"Benedicite" and then :follows natural concern :for his appear-
ance at so early an hour. Before long Romeo has told him o:f 
his new love and soon has the promise o:f the :priest's help, 
:for he sees in this union the possible termination o:f the 
:family :feud. We hear him say: 
For this alliance may so happy prove 
To turn your households' rancour to pure love.2 
His intercessions are :for their marriage. He :prays: 
So smile the heavens u:pon this holy act 
That after-hours with sorrow chide us not\3 
When Romeo becomes desperate, and would take his own 
li:fe, it is the :friar who refrains him. 
Hold thy desperate hand. 
Art thou a man? Thy :form cries out thou art; 
Thy tears are womanish, thy wild acts denote 
The unreasonable fury o:f a beast. 
Unseemly woman in a seeming man\ 
Or ill-beseeming beast in seeming both\ 
Thou hast amaz'd me. By my holy order, 
I thought thy disposition better temper•d.4 
2Romeo ~ Juliet, II, iii, 91-92 
3 ~·• II, vi, 1-2 
4Ibid., III, iii, 108-115 
At another time the ~riar rebukes the parents o~ 
Juliet for their ancient feud. And yet he S'hows how God 
~ rules over all~ 
Heaven and yoursel~ 
Had part in this fair maid; now heaven hath all, 
And all the better is it ~or the maid~5 
Friar John also in Romeo and Juliet demonstrates 
brotherly love when he greets Friar Lawrence~ 
Holy Franciscan friar, brother, ho\6 
Later we hear him say: 
Going ~o find a barefoot brother out 
One of our order, to associate me~? 
It is the custom o~ religious orders to travel by twos, a 
• I practice originated by Our Lord's send1ng the apostles out 
two by two. 
How often Friar Lawrence calls on his patron, St. 
Francis:.\ 
Saint Francis be my speedt 8 
And at the end we see his humility and self-condemnation, 
characteristic of his dedicated life~ 
5Romeo ~Juliet, IV, v, 66-68 
6~., v, ii, 1 
7~., 5-6 
8 Ibid., iii, 120 
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If ought in this 
Miscarried by my fault, let my old life 
Be sacrific'd, some hour before ~is time, 
Unto the rigour of severest law. 
In~~ About Nothing (1597) it is Friar Francis 
who vindicates Hero's honor. 
Hear me a little; 
For I have only been silent so long, 
And given way unto this course of fortune, 
By noting of the lady. I have mark'd 
A thousand blushing apparitions 
To start into her face, a thousand innocent shames 
In angel whiteness beat away those blushes, 
And in her eye there hath appear'd a fire 
To burn the errors that these princes hold 
Against her maiden truth. Call me a fool; 
Trust not my reading nor my observation, 
Which with experimental seal doth warrant 
The tenure of my book; trust not my age, 
My reverence, calling, nor divinity, 
If this sweet lady lie not guiltless here 
Under some biting error~lO 
The priest in Hamlet (1601) although austere in manner, 
has done all he may do, for he must carry out the Church's 
teachings. 
Her obsequies have been as far enlarg'd 
As we have warranty. Her death was doubtful; 
And, but that great command o'ersways the order, 
She should in ground unsanctified have lodg'd 
Till the last trumpet. For charitable prayers, 
Shards, flints, and pebbles should be thrown on her. 
9Romeo and Juliet, V, iii, 266-269 
-
10~ Ado About Nothing, IV, i, 156-171 
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Yet here she is allow'd her virgin crants, 
Her maiden strewmenfi• and the bringing home 
Of bell and burial. 
When Laertes would have more done for her the priest 
answers: 
No more be done, 
We should profane the service of the dead 
To sing a requiem and such rest to her 
As to peace-parted souls.l2 
Again in As You Like It (1597) it is a monk who con-
verts Duke Frederick, not only from his evil intentions, but 
also from all worldlr enterprise 
Let me have audience for a word or two. 
I am the second son of old Sir Rowland 
That brings these tidings to this fair assembly. 
Duke Frederick, hearing how that every day 
Men of great worth .resorted to this forest, 
Address'd a mighty power, which were on foot 
In his own conduct, purposely to take 
His brother here and put him to the sword; 
And to the skirts of this wild wood he came, 
Where, meeting with an old religious man, 
After some question with him, was converted 
Both from his enterprise and frpm the world, 
His crown bequeathing to his banish'd brother, 
And all their lands restor'd to them again 
That were with him exil'd. This to be true 
I do engage my life.13 
llHamlet, V, i, 249-25? 
12~., V, i, 258-261 
13As You Like 1!• v, iv, 157-172 
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In Twelfth Night (1601) once more it is a priest who 
testifies for Olivia and Viola. 
A contract of eternal bond of love, 
Confirm'd by mutual joinder of your hands, 
Attested by the holy close of lips, 
Strength1 ned by interchangement of your rings; 
And all the ceremony of this compact 
Seal'd in my function, by my testimony; 
Since when, my watch hath told me, toward my grave 
I have travell'd but two hours.l4 
Measure !£!Measure (1601) presents two genuine friars, I 
Thomas and Peter, and each in his turn endeavors to further 
right conduct. In the Duke we see a disguised friar, but one 
learned in priestly ways. 
Bound by my charity and my blest order, 
I come to visit the afflicted spirits 
Here in the prison. Do me the common right 
To let me see them, and to make me know 
The nature of their i5imes, that I may minister 
To them accordingly. 
And this he does, comforting and instilling in them penitence, 
and heavenly desires. 
To Juliet he says: 
I'll teach you how you shall arraign your conscience, 
And try your penitence, if it be sound 
Or hollowly put on.l6 
It would seem, occasionally, that Shakespe~re, in his 
eagerness to portray priests in a beneficial light, entangles 
4lt 14Twelfth Night, V, i, 159-166 
15Measure !£! Measure, II, iii, 2-8 
16~., II, iii, 21-22 
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them in situations of a dubious nature. The complications 
of the graveyard, abounding in Romeo and Juliet, and the 
introduction of Mariana into Measure !£!Measure, are indic-
ative of this. 
Many churchmen are introduced into the plays. Pandulph 
has been studied in a previous chapter. I think one readily 
perceives that here, also, Shakespeare has portrayed a 
genuine type. 
It is the Bishop of Carlisle in Richard 11 (1594) who 
reassures the King that his destiny is in God's hands only. 
Fear not, my lord. That Power that made you king 
Hath power to keep you king in spite of all. 
The means that heaven yields must be embrac'd, 
And not neglected; else, if heaven would, 
And we will not, heaven's offer we refuse, 
The proffered means of succour and redress.l7 
From him we learn of the exemplary life of Norfolk. 
Many a time hath banish'd Norfolk fought 
For Jesu Christ in glori ous Christian field, 
Streaming the ensign of the Christian cross 
Against black pagans, Turks, and Saracens; 
And, toil'd with works of war, retir'd himself 
To Italy; and there, at Venice, gave 
His body to that pleasant country's earth 
And his pure soul unto his captain, Christ 
Under whose colours be had fought so long.is 
Richard Scroop, the Archbishop of York, is yet another 
example whose portrayal is characteristic of Shakespeare's 
17Richard II, III, ii, 27-32 
18ill!•, IV, i, 92-100 
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reverent attitude toward Church dignitaries. 
Vfuo hath not heard it spoken 
How deep you were within the books of God? 
To us the speaker in his parliament; 
To us th' imagin'd voice of God himself; 
The very opener and intelligencer 
Between the grace, the sanctities of heaven 
And our dull workings~ o, who shall believe 
But you misuse the reverence of your place, 
Employ the countenance and grace of heav'n, 
As a false favourite doth his prince's name, 
In deeds dishonourable? You have ta'en up, 
Under the counterfeited zeal of God, 
The subjects of his substitute, my father, 
And both against the peace of heaven and him 
Have here upswarm'd them.l9 
Shakespeare presents to us three nuns, but contact 
with them testifies to his sympathetic attitude. Isabella, 
a votarist of st. Claire, is truly a noble character. Even 
the loose-tongued Lucio speaks to her with reverence. 
I hold you as a thing enskied and sainted 
By your renouncement, an immortal spirit, 
And to be talk'd with in sincerity, 
As with a saint.20 
Isabella will bribe Angelo, not with temporal powers, 
but by the efficacy of the prayer life of the Religious. 
Not with fond sicles of the tested gold, 
Or stones whose rates are either rich or poor 
As fancy values them; but with true prayers, 
That shall be up at heaven and enter there 
Ere sunrise--prayers from preserved souls, 
192 Henry IV, IV, ii, ·16-29 
20Measure ~ Measure, I, iv, 34-37 
55 
From fasting maids w~~se minds are dedicate 
To nothing temporal. 
Respect to the nun's vow of chastity is attested to 
by Isabella's firm avowal when confronted by Angelo's base 
suggestion. 
• •• were I under the terms of death, 
Th' impression of keen whips I'ld wear as rubies, 
And strip myself to death as to a bed 
That longings have been sick for, ere I'ld yield 
My body up to shame.22 
And even when death for her brother is the only alternative, 
she answers: 
And 1 twere the cheaper way. 
Better it were a brother died at once 
Than that a sister, bx redeeming him, 
Should die for ever.23 
Little is known of Sister Francisca in Measure for 
Measure, but from her encounter with Isabella, we know she 
is gentle and obedient to her rule. 
The Abbess in The Comedy of Errors (1591) is portrayed 
as engaged in charitable works of mercy. She would care for 
Adriana's husband, not only with her medicine, but with what 
is of more consequence--her prayers. To Adriana, she says: 
21Measure !£! Measure, II, ii, 149-155 
22~·• II, iv, 100-104 
23~., II, iv, 105-108 
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Be ~atient; for I Will not let him stir 
Till I have us'd the approved means I have, 
With wholesome syrups, drugs, and holy prayers 
To make of him a formal man again. 
It is a branch and parcel of mine oath, 
A charitable duty of my order.24 
Often the disparaging remark: 
as fit ••• as the nun's lip to a friar's mouth 25 • • • 
is quoted as supplying evidence of Shakespeare's general dis-
respect for nuns. It is, however, more likely that it is mere-
ly a witticism placed in the mouth of not one of the most 
dignified characters of the play, but of the clown. 
In regard to Catholic terminology, numerous expressions 
are used so aptly that it is reasonable to assume that Shake-
speare's knowledge and application are genuine and purposeful. 
Julia, in ~ !!!.2, Gentleme·n of Verona (1591) is heard 
to say: 
I see you have a month's mind to them.26 
Originally, the expression denoted the daily Mass said for one 
month following the person's death. In more recent times, it 
signifies the Mass said at the end of one month. 
In Romeo ~ Juliet, Juliet asks Friar Lawrence: 
Are you at leisure, holy father now, 
Or shall I come to you at evening mass?27 
24~ Comedy£! Errors, V, i, 102-107 
25All's Well That ~Well, II, ii, 22-29 
26The Two Gentlemen of Verona, I, ii, 137 
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Many critics, even Kittredge, contend that this is a 
grievous error and denotes Shakespeare's lack of religious 
knowledge. However, it seems, that in ancient times, it was 
not extraordinary to have a Mass celebrated in the afternoon 
or evening. Pope Pius V prohibited the custom, but in some 
places, notably Verona, evening Mass was said as late as 
1824. 28 
It would seem that the use of "ours" in Friar Lawrence'f 
speech, denotes the religious significance of the term. A 
Religious has all things in common having renounced individual 
wealth or ownership. "Ours" is substituted for "mine~" 
Friar Lawrence, in his opening soliloquy says: 
I must up-fill this osier cage of ours 
With baleful weeds and precious-juiced flowers.29 
In Hamlet the ghost, coming from purgatory, uses three 
distinctly old Catholic terms: 
cut off even in the blossoms of my sin, 
Unhous 1 led, disappointed, unanel'd, 
No reck'ning made, but sent to my account 
With all my imperfections on my head.30 
Hamlet's father had been sent to his death, disappointed, that 
is, not prepared by confession and absolution of his sins; 
unhous'led, that is, without Holy Communion; and unanel'd 
e 28John de Groot, ~ Shakespeare ~ ~ lli Faith," p. 171 
29Romeo and Juliet, II, iii, 7-8 
30Hamlet, I, v, 75-78 
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refers to the Sacrament of Extreme Unction which he was un-
able to receive. 
At a time when papal vestments were being destroyed, 
Shakespeare puts into the mouth of King Henry IV words sug-
gestive of an appreciation of such vestments. 
Thus did I keep my person fresh and new, 
My presence, like a robe pontifical, 
Ne'er seen but wond'red at.31 
Again, in ~Henry 1! {1597) Westmoreland, addressing 
the Archbishop of York, gives tribute to his position, re-
ferring to his vestments with symbolic reference. 
Whose white investments figure innocence, 
The dove and very blessed spirit of peaee.32 
Among the time-honored practices of the Church have 
been reverence and devotion for the Blessed Virgin. Shake-
speare alludes to her, several times, always emphasizing her 
powers of intercessory prayer. The Countess of Rossillion 
believes that only through her may Bertram's desertion be 
appeased. 
What angel shall 
Bless this unworthy husbandt He cannot thrive 
Unless her prayers, whom heaven delights to hear 
And loves to grant, reprieve him from the wrath 
Of greatest justice.33 
31I Henry ]!, III, ii, 55-56 
~ 32~ Henry]!, IV, i, 45-46 
33All's Well~~~' III, iv, 25-29 
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says: 
In ~ Tempest (1611) Prospero~ speaking to Alonso, 
I rather think 
You have not sought her help, of whose soft grace 
For the like loss I have her sovereign aid 
And rest myself content.34 
A beautiful allusion is contributed by the dying 
John of Gaunt. 
Renowned for their deeds as far from home, 
For Christian service and true chivalry, 
As is the sepulchre in stubborn Jewry 
Of the world's ransom, blessed Mary's son.35 
There are numerous references to prayer. In fact, one 
might almost say some of the plays were prayerfully written. 
In ~ Tempest the mariners realizing the extent of the 
storm cry out: 
To prayers, to prayers136 
The efficacy of prayer is realized by Prospero in his 
effective words of the epilogue: 
And my ending is despair 
Unless I be reliev'd by prayer, 
Which pierces so that it assaults 
Mercy itself and frees all faults. 
34The Tempest, V, i, 141-143 
35Richard lf, II, i, 53-56 
36~ Tempest, I, i, 54 
As you from crimes would pardon'd be, 
Let your indulgence set me free.37 
Imogen would have Posthumus pray for her at fixed 
times--this is suggestive of the intercessions of the Divine 
Office which is offered up at regular hours during the day 
and night. 
At the sixth hour of morn, at noon, at midnight, 
T' encounter me with or~~ons, for then 
I am in heaven for him. 
Henry V's mighty prayer at Agincourt fairly storms the 
gates of heaven and rises to the eternal mercy seat of God. 
0 God of Battles, steel my soldiers' hearts, 
Possess them not with fearl Take from them now 
The sense of reck'ning, if th' opposed numbers 
Pluck their hearts from them. Not to-day, 0 Lord, 
0, not to-day, think not upon the fault 
My father made in compassing the crownl 
I Richard's body have interred new; 
And on it have bestowed more contrite tears 
Than from it issued forced drops of blood. 
Five hundred poor I have in yearly pay, 
Who twice a day their wither'd hands hold up 
Toward heaven, to pardon blood; and I have built 
Two chantries, where the sad and solemn priests 
Sing still for Richard's soul~ More will I dot 
Though all that I can do is nothing worth, 
Since that my penitence comes after all, 
Imploring pardon.39 
37~ Tempest, Epilogue, 15-20 
38cymbeline, I, iii, 31-33 
39Henry y, IV, i, 305-322 
II 
62 I -======~===========-=-=-=--=~===-~~~-==---'=-=============-~-=-======~==*======= 
.Ophelia's thoughts often rise to Heaven. In her song, 
she sings: 
God 'a' mercy on his soul\ 
And of all Christian souls, I pray God. God b' 
wi' you.40 
King Claudius, unrepentant, yet seeking ease for his 
troubled conscience endeavors to pray. His soliloquy embodies 
Christian dogma so effectually that it seems reasonable to 
believe the sincerity of the poet's intentions in writing the 
lines. 
o, my offence is rank, it smells to heaven; 
It hath the primal eldest curse upon•t, 
Though inclination be as sharp as will. 
My stronger guilt defeats my strong intent, 
And, like a man to double business bound, 
I stand in pause where I shall first begin, 
And both neglect. What if this cursed hand 
Were thicker than itself with brother's blood, 
Is there not rain enough in the sweet heavens 
To wash it white as snow? Whereto serves mercy 
But to confront the visage of offence? 
And what's in prayer but this twofold force, 
To be forestalled ere we come to fall, 
Or pardon'd being down? Then I'll look up; 
My fault is past. But, 0, what form of prayer 
Can serve my turn? 'Forgive me my foul murther'? 
That cannot be; since I am still possess'd 
Of those effects for which I did the murther--
My crown, mine own ambition, and my queen. 
May one be pardon'd and retain th' offence? 
In the corrupted curents of this world 
Offence's gilded hand may shove by justice, 
And oft 'tis seen the wicked prize itself 
Buys out the law; but 'tis not so above. 
There is no shuffling; there the action lies 
In his true nature, and we ourselves compell'd, 
Even to the teeth and forehead of our faults, 
40Hamlet, IV, v, 199-200 
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To give in evidence. What then? What rests? 
Try what repentance can. What can it not? 
Yet what can it when one cannot repent? 
0 wretched statet 0 bosom black as deathl 
0 limed soul, that, struggling to be free, 
Art more engag'dl Hel:p, angelsl Make assay. 
Bow, stubborn knees; and heart with strings of steel 
Be soft as sinew~1of the new-born babel All may be well • . 
He realizes the inadequacy of his state of mind which would 
cause frustration of his desires. He goes on to say: 
My words fly u:p, my thoughts remain below. 
Words without thoughts never to heaven go.42 
In Romeo ~ Juliet, Juliet in need of heavenly consola 
tion speaks gently to her nurse: 
I :pray thee leave me to myself tonight; 
For I have need of many orisons 
To move the heavens to smile u:pon my state.43 
King John offers u:p :prayer in behalf of his subjects 
that will fall in battle: 
Then God forgive the sin of all those souls 
That to their everlasting residence, 
Before the dew of evening fall, shall fl~et 
In dreadful trial of our kingdom's kingl 4 
Imogen, believing Posthumus to be the murdered Cloten, 
:prepares for his burial. 
41Hamlet, III, iii, 36-72 
42Ibid. 1 97-98 
43Romeo ~Juliet, IV, iii, 2-4 
44King ~~ II, i, 283-286 
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and when 
With wild wood-leaves and weeds I ha' strew'd his 
grave 
And on it said a century of prayers 5 (Such as I can) twice o'er, I'll weep and sigh.4 
Banquo realizes that temptations may be overcome by the 
help of prayer. 
Merciful powers, 
Restrain in me the curs~~ thoughts that nature 
Gives way to in repose\ 
Proteus, speaking to Valentine says: 
If ever danger do environ thee, 
Commend thy grievance to my holy prayers, 
For I will be thy beadsman, Valentine.47 
In All's ~ That ~ ~ Countess Rossillion prays 
for her son. 
Be thou blest, Bertram, and succeed thy father 
In manners, as in shape\ Thy blood and virtue 
Contend for empire in thee, and thy goodness 
Share with thy birthright 1 Love· all, trust a few, 
Do wrong to none. Be able for thine enemy 
Rather in power than use, and keep thy friend 
Under thy own life's key. Be check'd for silence, 
But never tax 1 d for speech. What heaven more will, 
That thee may furnl~h, and my prayers pluck down. 
Fall on thy headl 8 
Angels are often alluded to. They are portrayed as God' W 
I 
45cymbeline, IV, ii, 389-392 
46Macbeth, II, i, 7-9 
47The !!2 Gentlemen of Verona, I, i, 16-18 
48A~l_l_1 _s !!!! ~ ~ ~' I, i, 70-79 
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messengers ~d man's protectors. Romeo likens Juliet to an 
angel. 
0, speak again? bright angell for thou art 
As glorious to this night, being o'er my head, 
As is a winged messenger of heaven 
Unto the white-upturned wond'ring eyes 
Of mortals that fall back to gaze on him 
When he bestrides the lazy-pacing clouds 
And sails upon the bosom of the air.49 
Lennox, in Macbeth {1606) would speed his messenger to 
be as swift as an angel. 
Some holy angel 
Fly to the court of England and unfold 
His message ere he come, that a swift blessing 
M&Y soon return to this our suffering country 
Under a hand accurs 1 dl50 
Arthur in King John (1594) exhibits the utmost trust in 
Hubert's goodness. 
An if an angel should have come to me 
And told me Hubert should put out mine eyes, 
I would not have believed him--no tongue but 
Hubert•s.51 
Hamlet, upon seeing his father's ghost, cries out: 
Angels and ministers of grace defend ·usl52 
49Romeo ~ Juliet, II, ii, 26-32 
50Macbeth, III, vi, 45-49 
51~~' IV, i, 68-70 
52Hamlet, I, iv, 39 
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says: 
In~ Tempest Gonzalo asks help of angels. 
Preserve the Kin:~~3good angels 
Gratiano, seeing the dead Desdemona, says: 
Poor Desdemonal I am glad thy father's dead. 
Thy match was mortal to him, and pure grief 
Shore his old thread atwain. Did he live now, 
This sight would make him do a desperate turn; 
Yea, curse his better aBfel from his side, 
And fall to reprobance. 
Horatio at Hamlet's death calls on the angels. 
Good Night, sweet prince, 
And flights of angels sing thee to thy restl 55 
The Archbishop of Canterbury speaking to King Henry V, 
God and his angels guard your sacred throne 
And make you long become it156 
There are two notable references made to saints, one 
in Hamlet and the other in Macbeth. In Hamlet Ophelia refers 
to st. Charity. 
By Gis and by Saint Charity.57 
In Macbeth Malcolm gives an account of St. Edward the 
Confessor, attributing to him the gift of healing touch. 
53~ Tempest, II, i, 306 
54othello, v, ii, 204-209 
55Hamlet, V, ii, 370-371 
56Henry y, I, ii, 7-8 
57Hamlet, IV, v, 58 
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Macd~~ asks the name of the disease that King Edward cures 
and Malcolm replies: 
'Tis call'd the devil: 
A most miraculous work in this good king, 
Which often since my here-remain in England 
I have seen him do. How he solicits heaven 
Himself best knows; but strangely-visited people, 
All swol'n and ulcerous, pitiful to the eye, 
The mere despair of surgery, he cures, 
Hanging a golden stamp about their necks, 
Put on with holy prayers; and 'tis spoken, 
To the succeeding royalty he leaves 
The healing benediction. With this strange virtue, 
He hath a heavenly gift of prophecy, 
And sundry blessings hang about his throne 
That speak him full of grace.58 · 
Catholics believe that Grace, a supernatural gift of 
God, and a means of obtaining one's heavenly destiny, may be 
attained through prayer, the Sacraments, and good works. 
Shakespeare has many references to Grace. 
In Othello Cassio welcomes Desdemona: 
Hail to thee, ladyl and the grace of heaven, 
Before, behind thee~ 9and on every hand, Enwheel thee roundl 
Hastings, before his death, repents that he has coveted 
temporal graces rather than spiritual. 
0 momentary grace of mortal men, 
Which we more hunt for than the grace of God160 
58Maebeth, IV, iii, 146-159 
59othello, II, i, 85-87 
60Richard 1!!• III, iv, 95-96 
Again, Hamlet, speaking to his mother, the Queen says: 
Mother, for the love of grace, 
Lay not that flattering unction to your soul.Gl 
Cymbeline, in his wrath, asks Imogen if she is: 
Past grace? obedience? 
To which she answers: 
Past hope, and in despair; that way, past grace.62 
Although Pandarus denies it, his servant tells him: 
You are in the state of grace.63 
The doctrine of Purgatory is essentially a Catholic one 
Shakespeare has introduced it into Hamlet. Hamlet's father's 
ghost, coming from Purgatory tells Hamlet: 
My hour is almost come, 
When I to sulph'rous and tormenting flames 
Must render up myself.64 
And again he says: 
I am thy father's spirit, 
Doom'd for a certain term to walk the night, 
And for the day confin'd to fast in fires, 
Till the foul crimes done in my days of nature 
Are burnt and purg' d away. 65 
61Hamlet, III, iv, 144-145 
62cymbeline, I, i, 136~137 
63Troilus and Cressida, III, i, 15 
___,.... 
64Eamlet, I, v, 3-4 
65Ibid., 9-13 
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0~ the seven Sacraments of the Church, all but the 
Sacrament o~ Co~irmation are referred to in the :plays and 
very often minutely in detail, as shall be shown. 
In regard to baptism, there are no direct re~erences, 
but various allusions which testify to Shakespeare's a:pt 
consideration. 
King Henry V, urging the Archbishop o~ Canterbury to 
speak says: 
••• what you speak is in your conscience wash'd 
As :pure as sin with ba:ptism.66 
This seems reminiscent o~ the baptismal service which testifie 
to the mystical washing away of sins by the sanctified waters. 
At Falstaf~'s death, reference is made to "christom 
child." The hostess is telling of his end: 
'A made a finer end, and went away an it had been 
any christ om child. o7. 
An old :practice at baptism was to use oil--chrism--and to 
:place a white cloth, called the chrisome cloth, on the newly 
baptised child. This signi~ied sinlessness and sancti~ying 
grace. Falstaf~ on his deathbed repented and thus regained 
sanctifying grace and was reconciled to God. 
66Henry y, I, ii, 31-32 
67~., II, iii, 11-12 
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When Cardinal Wolsey has been condemned by King Henry, 
part of his speech easily bears reference to a part of the 
baptismal service. 
Vain pomp and glory of this world, I hate yet68 
Many beautiful references are made to the Sacrament of 
Holy Communion. In The Merchant 2f Venice (1594) Lorenzo in 
his speech to Jessica introduces a beautiful and reverent 
metaphor. 
Sit, Jessica, look how the floor of heaven 
Is thick inlaid with patines of bright gold.69 
A striking allusion is made to the chalice in 
Cymbeline. 
On chalic'd flowers. 70 
In Richard III (1591) reference is made to receiving 
the Sacrament with unworthy motives. 
Thou didst receive the sacrament to fight 
In quarrel of the house of Lancaster.71 
But later in the play the efficacy of the Sacrament is 
emphasized. 
68Henry !f!!, III, ii, 365 
69Merchant of Venice, v, i, 58-59 
70cymbeline, II, iii, 25 
71Richard l!f, I, iv, 208-209 
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Inter their bodies as become their births 
Proclaim a ·pardon to the soldiers fled 
That in submission .will return to us; 
And then, as we have ta'en the sacrament, 
We will unite the iVhite Rose and the Red. 
Smile heaven upon this fair conjunction, 
That long have frown'd upon their enmityt72 
Frequently, ejaculatory remarks bear evidence of a 
habitual use of religious expressions in ordinary conversation 
In 1 King Henry 1! Falstaff speaking to Prince Hal exclaims: 
By the mass, lad, thou sayest true. 73 
Again, in Henry ! the King is heard to say: 
But ·, by the mass, our hearts are in the trim. 74 
In Romeo and Juliet Capulet exclaims: 
God's breadt 75 
Rosalind, in ~ ~ ~ l! seems accustomed to re-
ceiving the Blessed Sacrament because what tribute could be 
greater to Orlando than the following: 
An~ his kissing is as full of sanctity as the 
touch of holy bread.76 
72Richard III, V, v, 15-21 
731 Henry IV, II, iv, 400 
- -
74Henry y, IV, iii, 115 
75Romeo ~ Juliet, III, v, 177 
76~ You~ l!• III, iv, 15 
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What more fitting ~raise could be given to the great-
est of ceremonies: 
Oh, the sacrificel . 
How ceremonious, solemn,7and unearthly It was i' th' off'ringl 
Allusions to Penance and Confession are markedly 
prominent. In ~ ~ About Nothing Claudio is ready to do 
penance for his actions. 
Choose your revenge yourself; 
Impose me to what penance your invention 
Can lay u~on my sin. 78 
Leontes, in ~ Winter's ~, addresses Camillo as 
one would a ~riest. 
I have trusted thee, Camillo, 
With all the nearest things to my heart, as well 
My chamber-eouncils, wherein (priest-like') thou 
Hast cleans'd my bosom. I from thee departed 
Thy penitent reform'd.79 
Hamlet, addressing his mother, imbibes in his words, 
the three necessary ~arts necessary for forgiveness of sins, 
as taught by holy Church--confession--contrition--satisfaction 
Confess yourself to heaven; 
Repent what's past; avoid what. is to come~ 80 
77The Winter's ~, III, i, 6-8 
78MUch Ado About Nothing, V, i, 281-283 
79The Winter's ~~ I, ii, 235-239 
80Hamlet, III, iv, 149-150 
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Several references are made to the Sacrament in Romeo 
and Juliet. Romeo would have Juliet meet him at Friar 
e Lawrence's cell and gives the following message to the nurse: 
Bid her devise 
Some means to come to shrift this afternoon; 
And there she shall at ~liar Lawrence's cell 
Be shriv1 d and married. 
Juliet, troubled as to the right course of action to 
take in regard to he.r :pending marriage to Paris, hastens to 
Friar Lawrence, sending word to her mother: 
Go in; and tell my lady I am gone, 
Having dis:pleas 1 d my father, to Lawrence' cell, 
To make confession and to be absolv•d.82 
At another time Friar Lawrence's advice to Romeo is to: 
Be :plain, good son, and homely in thy drift 
Riddling confession finds but riddling shrift.83 
In~ !!2 Gentlemen£! Verona{l591) Sylvia :plans to 
meet Eglamour: 
At Friar Patrick's cell, 
Where I intend holy confession. 84 
The doctor in Macbeth, speaking of Lady Macbeth says: 
More needs she the divine than the :physician. 
God, G~d forgive us all185 
81Romeo ~ Juliet, II, iv, 191-194 
82Ibid., III, v, 233-235 
- 83Ibid., II, iii, 55-56 
84~ !!2 Gentlemen£! Verona, IV, iii, 43-44 
85Macbeth, V, i, 82-83 
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Angelo, in Measure !£! Measure, although condemning 
Claudio to death, dares not deprive him of . his preparation 
for death. 
Bring him his confessor, let him be prepar'd; 
For that's the utmost of his pilgrimage.86 
From the many references to the Sacrament of Holy 
Matrimony, we realize that to Shakespeare, marriage was an 
eternal contract. The priest in Twelfth Night tells us that 
to him marriage is: 
A contract of eternal bond of love, 
Confirm'd by mutual joinder of your hands, 
Attested by the holy close of lips, 
Strength'ned by the interchangement of your rings; 
And all. the ceremony of this compact 87 Seal'd in my function, by my testimony. 
It would seem that Shakespeare was familiar with the 
marriage service as set forth in the Church's prayer book. 
There are several noteworthy examples~ Friar Francis in 
~ ~ About Nothing is about to marry Claudio and Hero and 
asks: 
If eithe.r of you know any inward impediment 
why you 'should not be conjg~ned, I charge you 
on your souls to utter it. 
86Measure !£!Measure, II, i, 35-36 
87Twelfth Night, v, i, 159-164 
88~ Ado About Nothing, IV, i, 12-15 
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Juliet, speaking to Friar Lawrence, says: 
God join'd my heart and Romeo's, thou our hands.89 
Richard when commenting to King Edward concerning 
Clarence and Lady Grey's marriage says: 
God forbid that I should wish them sever'd 
Whom God hath join'd togetherl90 
In ! Midsummer Night's Dream (1594) Father Bowden 
believes there is an echo of the Benedictio Thalami. Oberon 
is giving orders: 
To the best bride-bed will be, 
Which by us shall blessed be; 
And the issue there create 
Ever shall be fortunate. 
So shall all the couples three 
Ever true in loving be.91 
Prospera's warning to Ferdinand epitomizes the loftiest 
of Christian teachings in regard to marriage~ 
Then, as my gift, and thine own acquisition 
Worthily ~urchas'd, take my daughter. But 
If thou dost brea~ her virgin-knot before 
All sanctimonious ceremonies may 
With full and holy rite be minist'red, 
No sweet as~ersion shall the heavens let fall 
To make this contract grow.92 
8~omeo ~Juliet, IV, i, 55 
903 Henry VI, IV, i, 21-22 
91! Midsummer Night's Dream, V, i, 410-415 
~2The Tempest, IV, i, 13-19 
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That Shakespeare considered Extreme Unction, is 
evinced in the ghost's speech to Hamlet: 
cut off eYen in the blossoms of IDY . ~~n, 
Unhous'led, disappointed, unanel'd. · 
Hamlet, ever mindful of his murderous intent, will not 
kill Claudius while he is :purging his soul. 
He took my father grossly, full of bread, 
With all his crimes broad blown, as flush as May; 
And how his audit stands, who knows save heaven? 
But in our circumstance and course of thought, 
'Tis ~eavy with him; and am I then reveng'd, 
To take him in the :purging of his soul, 
When he is fit and season'd for his :passage?94 
Several references are made indirectly to Holy Water. 
Cymbeline likens his tears to holy water. 
My .tears that fall 
Prove holy water on theel 95 
Again, in King Lear (1606) Cordelia's tears are as 
holy water. 
There she shook 
The holy water from her heavenly eyes~ 96 
Oberon in a beautiful :passage alludes to its use. 
93Hamlet, I, v, 76-77 
94 Ibid., III, iii, 80-85 
95cymbeline, v, v, 268 
96King ~' IV, iii, 31 
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With this field-dew consecrate, 
Every fairy take his gait, 
And each several chamber bless, 
Through this palace, with sweet peace. 97 
The Cross, ever a symbol of the Christian faith, is 
referred to many times. Often, it is a mere ~jaculation, "by 
the rood." Lord Stanley, in Richard ill' speaking to Lord 
Hastings says: 
You may jest on, but, by the Holy Rood, 98 I do not like these several councils, ••• 
In The Merchant of Venice Portia's messenger would 
tell us: 
My mistress will before the break of day 
Be here in Belmont. She doth stray about 
By holy crosses, where she kneels and prays 
For happy wedlock hours.99 
In 1 Henry 1!• the King, announcing his intention of 
joining the crusades says: 
Therefore, friends, 
As far as to the sepulchre of Christ-·· 
Whose soldier now, under whose blessed cross 
We are impressed and engag' d to fight- ... 
Forthwith a power of English shall we levy, 
Vfuose arms were moulded in their mother's womb 
To chase these pagans in those holy fields 
Over whose acres walk'd those blessed feet 
Which fourteen hundred years ago were Beil'd 
For our advantage on the bitter tree.l 
97! Midsummer Night's Dream, V, i, 422-425 
98Richard lf!, III, ii, 75-76 
99The Merchant £! Venice,. V, i, 29-32 
1001 Henry l!• I, i, 18-27 
77 
Down through the centuries, the Precious Blood has be-
come a beloved symbol of redeeming love. Clarence's plea to 
his murderers is suggestive of this. 
I charge you, as you hope to have redemption 
By Christ's dear blood shed for our grievous sins, 
That you depart, and lay no hands on me~lOl 
After studying Shakespeare's attitude towards priests 
and religious; his extensive knowledge of the ritual of the 
Catholic Church and the significance attached to the various 
practices, it would seem that only one well rooted in the 
teachings of the Church could portray so sincere a knowledge 
II 
of the faith. It is significant, especially at this time in 
England, to find this rich embodiment of Catholicism, and it 
tends to verify our belief in regard to Shakespeare's religion 
in his plays. Most dramatists of this period not only avoid-
ed the usage of Catholic phraseology, but also derided and 
ridiculed anything suggestive of Catholicism. In this respect, 
Shakespeare stands alone to testify to the heritage passed on 
to him. To quote Mr. Blatchford in his Studies ~ Religion 
~ Shakespeare: 
It may reasonably be urged that from the assoc.iations of 
that first and early religious influence, amid which he grew 
up, and which was essentially Catholic, Shakespeare never 
wholly cut himself adrift.l02 
lOlRichard llf, I, iv, 194-196 
102Ambrose Blatchford, Studies ~Religion !!£! Shakespeare, 
P• 26 
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CHAPTER IV 
EVIDENCES OF SPIRITUAL VALUES IN SHAKESPEARE'S 
WRITINGS 
EVIDENCES OF SPIRITUAL VALUES IN SHAKESPEARE'S 
WRITINGS 
Creative genius is a special gift of God. It is 
evident that it is often bestowed indiscriminately, regard-
less of the artist's spiritual affiliations with divine grace. 
The works of genius in such instances are rarely of a spirit-
ual nature; in fact, they are often the contrary. On the 
other hand, when there is an appreciation and acceptance of 
spiritual truths, the beauty and significance of the artist's 
creation is awe inspiring. So it is with Shakespearet 
It is not the purpose of this study to catalogue him 
with regard to his religious beliefs. Many critics have 
already attempted this. It is significant to realize however, 
that Catholics, Protestants, and Free-thinkers claim him for 
their own and endeavor to show how he imbibes their respective 
religious creeds. This is high tribute to one who, in my 
estimation, rose above the creeds and orthodox faiths of his 
age and rather presented to all mankind the very essence of 
Christianity--man's duty towards his God and his neighbor--
simply love. Catholic, Protestant, and Jew were alike to him. 
Were they not all brothers in Christ? Each had his soul, 
accountable only to God. Not one could afford to be retarded 
in his spiritual race because of petty bigotries and religious 
intolerances. Not one could afford to hurt another as he 
journeyed through life. In striking words he declares that 
Jew and Christian are alike. 
I am a Jewt Hath not a Jew eyes? Hath not a Jew 
Hands, organs, dimensions, senses, affections, passions? 
fed with the same food, hurt with the same weapons, sub-
ject to the same diseases, healed by the same means, 
warmed and cooled by the same winter and summer, as a 
Christian is? I you prick us, do we not bleed? If you 
tickle us, do we not laugh? If you poison us, do we not 
die?l · 
His deep spiritual insight enabled him to know and 
understand all men; to feel their joys and sorrows; to know 
their human frailty and tendency to si~. Ever was he con-
scious of man's potential greatness. Hamlet's despondency 
of mind does not prevent him from realizing this truth. 
What a piece of work is a mant how noble in reasonl in 
form and moving how express and admirablet in action how 
like an angelt in apprehension how like a godt2 
And yet, how suddenly that greatness dwindles. Such 
instability is the subject of Cardinal Wolsey's philosophiz-
ing. 
This is the state of man: today he puts forth 
The tender leaves of hope; tomorrow blossoms 
And bears his blushing honours thick upon him; 
The third day comes a frost, a killing frost, 
And when he thinks, good easy man, full surely 
1~ Merchant £f Venice, III, i, 61-69 
2Hamlet, II, ii, 316-319 
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His greatness is a-ripening~ nips his root, 
And then he falls, as I do. . I 
He shows us clearly that only man's spiritual attainmenl s 
are of a permanent nature, and as man travels through this 
t ransitory life he would have us take heed to our way of 
living, remembering ever that 
All the world's a stage, 
And all the men and women merely players. 
They have their exits and their entrancesa 
And one man in his time plays many parts.~ 
What is important is that we play our parts well--often he 
cautions us that "Ripeness is all."5 He warns, "thou owest 
God a death, 116 but if we have played our parts well we shall 
not fear what is beyond. As the curtain goes down on our 
final act in this world he bids us trust in God and wait 
patiently and hopefully for the curtain to rise again on a 
a happier scene. 
In this chapter we shall consider specific spiritual 
values,--namely, mercy, tolerance, forgiveness, and repent-
ance--the God-like attributes that a Christian shows to his 
fellow-men. It is necessary that we achieve these virtues if 
3Henry !!!!• III, ii, 352-358 
4~ ~ ~ 1!• II, vii, 140-142 
5King ~, V,ii, 11 
6! Henry l!• V, i, 127 
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we would play our parts well and thus attain perfect recon-
ciliation and union with God. We shall look for these virtues 
in several of the plays and trace their growth and development 
through the various stages of Shakespeare's dramatic career~ 
It is obvious that Shakespeare's spirituality increases in the 
passing years and comes to its full maturity in his later 
romances such as Cymbeline (1611), The Winter's Tale (1611)~ 
and The Tempest (1611). These are permeated with Christian 
ideals of love, forgiveness, and reconciliation with God, and 
a peace made possible only by a oneness with the Creator. 
Throughout all the plays one feels that Shakespeare is 
ever conscious of God's overruling Providence 
There's a divinity that shapes our ends, 
Rough-hew them how we will.7 
Man's existence becomes purposeful--his heavenly Father's 
love and example increase his desire to play his part well. 
Thus by participating with divine grace man becomes capable 
of fellowship with God and able to accomplish mighty deeds~ 
Shakespeare bids us realize our obligation to mankind, 
the rightful heirs of our virtues. He would teach us how 
to use our virtues 
for if our virtues . 
Did not go forth of us, 1 twere all alike 
?Hamlet, V, ii, 10-11 
As if we had them not~ 8 
The plays are permeated with evidences of the value 
set on the God-like virtue of mercy. Shakespeare would have 
us realize that this virtue is the very essence of Christian-
ity and must be practiced at all times. Moreover, he bids us 
be merciful to all alike--the unjust as well as the just, for 
only then may we be blessed. Always must we remember: 
The quality of mercy is not strain'd, 
It droppeth as the gentle rain from heaven 
Upon the place beneath. It is twice blest: 
It blesseth him that gives and him that takes. 
'T is mightiest i~ the mightiest: it becomes · 
The throned monarch better than his crown; 
His sceptre shows the force of temporal power, 
The attribute to awe and majesty, 
Wherein doth sit the dread and fear of kings; 
But mercy is above this sceptred sway, 
It is enthroned in the hearts of kings, 
It is an attribute to God himself; 
And earthly power doth then show likest God's, 
When mercy seasons justice.9 
Too often we forsake merciful conduct with a plea that 
we must exact justice. Shakespeare reminds us: 
That in the course of justice none· of us 
Should see salvation.lO 
Again he reminds us of the redemptive power of God's 
8Measure for Measure, I, i, '34-36 · 
9~ Merchant of Venice, IV, i, 184-197 
10~., IV, i, 199 
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infinite mercy and urges us to follow our great Teacher. 
Why all the souls that were were forfeit once, 
And he that might the vantage best have took 
Found out the remedy. How would you be 
If he - which is the top of judgement should 
But judge you as you are? 0, think on thatl 
And mercy then will breathe within your lips 
Like man new made.ll 
So he would warn us that we must "Forbear to judge, for we 
are sinners all.nl2 
Clarence, in Richard lf! (1591), realized the potency 
of appealing to his enemies in the name of Christ. 
I charge you, as you who hope to have redemption 
By Christ's dear blood shed for our grievous sins, 
That you depart, and lay no hand on me.l3 
Isabella, in Measure!£! Me asure (1601), tells us that 
the garment of mercy is man's most becoming attire. 
No ceremony that to great ones 'longs, 
Not the king 1 s crown nor the deputed sword, 
The marshal's truncheon nor the · judge's robe, 
Become them with one half so good a grace 
As mercy does.l4 
Shakespeare's conception of the value of mercy and 
tolerance is exhibited throughout his life in his respect 
for each man's religion. Hypocrisy, alone, brings forth 
satire and sarcasm. H~.: himself had captured the true meaning 
llMeasure ~ ~easure, II, ii, 73-78 
12g Henry VI, III, iii 
13Richard 1!!1 I, iv, 194-196 
14Measure for Measure, II, ii, 59-63 
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He had penetrated beneath the outward false ap·pearance 
when he quotes this hypocrite: 
But then I sigh, and, with a piece of Scripture, 
Tell them that G~d bids us do good for evil; 
And thus I clothe my naked villany 
With odd old ends stol'n forth of holy writ, 
~d seem a saint when most I play the d~vil.l7 
The self-righteous Malvolio, representative of false 
piety, is condemned by him and instead the rather common Sir 
Toby favored because he is sincere~ Our Lord's condemnation 
of the Pharisee affirms the justice of Shakespeare's judgment. 
In each play, whether a comedy, history, tragedy, or 
romance, the Christian virtue of forgiveness is stressed and 
each play ends in a spirit of perfect reconciliation. 
15Merchant of Venice, II, ii, 199-203 
16Ibid., I, iii, 99 
17Richard lf!, I, iii, 334-338 
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Troilus and Cressida (1597) does prove an exception to this 
statement, but many critics do not attribute the last scene 
to Shakespeare. 
We shall eite only a few of the many instances wherein 
Shakespeare endows his characters with forgiving and repent-
ant natures. Enemies for a season, Laertes and Hamlet beg 
forgiveness of each other before they die. We hear Laertes 
say: 
Exchange forgiveness with me, noble Hamlet, 
Mine and my father's death come not upon thee, 
Nor thine on me1l8 
Desdemona dies forgiving Othello~ In fact, her death 
has a truly Christian touch. When Emilia asks who did the 
foul deed, Desdemona, rather than betray Othello replies: 
Nobody--I myself. · Farewell. 
Commend me to my kind lord.l9 
Bolingbroke forgives Norfolk; Prospera, Alonso; 
Hermione, Leontes. All is forgiven and perfect reconciliation 
made in Cymbeline (1611). 
Scroop, Cambridge, and Grey, upon being arrested, ask 
forgiveness. Scroop pleads: 
Our purpose God justly hath discover'd 
And I repent my fault more than my death, 
l8Hamlet, V, ii, 340-343 
l9othello, v, ii, 124-125 
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Which I beseech yoUrHighness to forgive, 
Although my body pay the price of it.20 
Buckingham, going to his death, would make his peace 
with his God. He forgives all hoping to have his sins for-
given. Before his death he says: 
I forgive all~ 
There cannot be those numberless offences 
'Gainst me that I cannot take peace with. No 
black envy 
Shall mark my grave.21 
The importance of repentance and reconciliation with 
God is stressed repeatedly~ V&en Melun is wounded and about 
to die he pleads: 
I pray you bear me hence 
From forth the noise B.nd rumour of the field, 
Where I may think the remnant of my thoughts 
In peace, and part this body and my soul 
With contemplation and devout desires.22 
Richard II shows repentance and in planning for his 
~ueen's safety gives her real cause to 
Hie thee to France 
And cloister thee in some religious house. 
our holy lives must win a new world's crown, 
Vfuich our profane hours here have stricken down.23 
20Henry y, II, ii, 151-154 
21Henry VIII, II, i, 83-86 
22King ~~ V, iv, 44-48 
23Richard II, V, i, 22-25 
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Following Bolingbroke's career, we realize that he 
. suffers throughout his reign and repents because he usurped 
the crown. In fact, his repentance is evident soon after 
Richard's death. Speaking to his lords he says: 
Lords, I protest my soul is full of woe 
That blood should sprinkle me to make me grow. 
Come, mourn with me for what I do lament, 
And put on sullen black incontinent. 
I'll make a voyage to the Holy Land 
To wash this blood off from my guilty hand.24 
Perhaps the most effective illustration is that shown 
by the former irresponsible Prince Hal, who since his conver-
sion exemplifies a truly Christian hero. Ever mindful of his 
father's guilt, he willingly does penance for him ~d con-
tinually pleads before the mercy seat for his forgiveness. 
His beautiful prayer at Agincourt is illustrative of his 
Christian nature and especially of his repentant spirit~ 
0 God of battles, steel my soldiers' hearts, 
Possess them not with feart Take from them now 
The sense of reck 1 ning, if th' opposed numbers 
Pluck their hearts from them. Not to-day, 0 Lord, 
0, not to-day, think not upon the fault 
My father made in compassing the crown\ 
I Richard's body have interred new; 
And on it have bestowed more contrite tears 
Than from it issued forced drops of blood. 
Five hundred poor I have in yearly pay, 
¥fuo twice a day their wither 1 d hands hold up 
Toward heaven, to pardon blood; and I have built 
Two chantries, where the sad and solemn priests 
24Richard II, V, vi, 45-50 
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Sing still for Richard's soul~ More will I dol 
Though all that I can do is nothing worth, 
Since that my penitence comes after all, 
Imploring pardon.25 
Even the villain, although thwarting God's ~ur~ose, 
ever bears in mind that his victim's soul u~on release from 
its body must make its ~eace with God and he hesitates to 
commit his heinous crime until his victim has sought recon-
ciliation with God. Othello, before he kills Desdemona, 
would have her repent lest he kill her soul. 
If you bethink yourself of any crime 
Unreconcil'd as yet to heaven and grace, 
Solicit for it straight.26 
We are reminded that it is by God's hel~ alone that 
we will conquer sin and thus attain sanctity, and so Shake-
s~eare would have us follow Our Lord as our model. He also 
bids us heed the voice of God within us--that still small 
voice urging us to ~lay the better ~art and not yield to 
tem~tation. In Richard 1!! , Clarence's murderer realized 
the ~otency of conscience. He ~auses in his murderous act 
and reflects: "I'll not meddle with it; it makes a man a 
coward.n27 
25Henry V, IV, i, 306-322 
26othello, v, ii, 26-28 
27Richard 1!!• I, iv, 137-138 
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Richard III's evil conscience torments him. 
My conscience has a thousand several tongues. 
And every tongue brings in a several tale, 
And every tale condemns me for a villain.28 
King Henry VIII is disquieted because of the voice of 
conscience. 
Thus hulling in 
The wild sea of my conscience, I did steer 
Toward this remedy whereupon we are 
Now present here together. That's to say 
I meant to rectify my conscience, which 
I then did feel full sick, and yet not well, 
By all the reverend fathers of the land 
And doctors learn'd.29 
King Henry realizes the power of conscience. 
What stronger breastplate than a heart untainted? 
Thrice is he arm'd that hath his quarrel just, 
And he but naked though lock'd up in steel, 
Whose conscience with injustice is corrupted.30 
A conscience dethroned is exemplified by Macbeth: 
I have almost forgot the taste of fears. 
The time has been, my senses would have cool'd 
To hear a night-shriek, and my fell of hair 
Would at a dismal treatise rouse and stir 
As life were in't. I have supp'd full with horrors. 
Direness, familiar to my slaughterous thoughts, 
Cannot once start me.31 
28Richard 1ll' V, iii, 194-196 
29Henry VIII, II, iv, 199-206 
30g Henry VI, III, ii, 232-235 
31Macbeth, V, v, 9-15 
Cardinal Wolsey describes a quiet conscience: 
I feel within me 
A peace above all earthly dignities, 
A still and quiet conscience.32 
Death, ever a popular theme among writers, takes on 
added significance when handled by Shakespeare. His view of 
death is distinctly Christian, and as we study his plays we 
notice a growing desire and yearning for the . release of the 
soul. Years of solitude and seclusion in his Midland home 
allowed him to ponder on death. Realizing it must come to 
all, he tells us: 
If it be not now, yet it will come: 
the readiness is all. 33 
Isabella would rather die than stoop to shame. She 
tells her brother: 
0, were it but my life, 
I'd throw it down for your deliverance 
As frankly as a pin.34 
The young knight on the field of .battle reiterates 
this thought when he states: 
Here, on my .knee I beg mortality 
Rather than life preserv 1 d with infamy.35 
32Henry 11]l, III, ii, 378-380 
33Hamlet, V, ii, 233-234 
34Measure for Measure, III, i, 104-106 
35! Henry !l• IV, v, 32-33 
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Death becomes a solace to many. Kent realizes it is 
~reedom to the broken-earted Lear. He prays: 
0, let him pass1 He hates him 
That would upon the rack o~ this tough world 
Stretch him out longer.36 
The warrior wounded to death exclaims: 
Here burns my candle out: ay, here it dies, 
Which, whiles it lasted, gave King Henry light.37 
Constance's hopes are revived when she anticipates 
seeing her beloved child in heaven. It is solace ~or her 
to speak thus to the Cardinal: 
Father Cardinal, I have heard you say 
That we shall see and know our ~riends in heaven. 
I~ that be true, I shall see my boy again;38 
The dying Katherine, in purity o~ soul, beholds a 
blessed vision inviting her to the realms beyond. 
Des·cribing it to Gri~~ith, we hear her say: 
Saw you not even now a blessed troop 
Invite me to a banquet, whose bright faces 
Cast thousand beams upon me like the sun? 
They promis'd me eternal happiness 
And brought me garlands, Gri~fith, which I ~eel 
I am not worthy yet to wear.39 
36King ~' V, iii, 312-314 
37~ Henry !f, II, vi, 1-2 
38King John, III, iv, 76-78 
39Henry !!f!, IV, ii, 87-92 
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Perfect reconciliation with God and anticipation of 
death is shown in the song of Guiderius and Arviragus. 
Fear no more the heat o' th' sun 
Nor the furious winter's rages; 
Thou thy worldly task hast done, 
Home art gone, and ta'en thy wages. 
Golden lads and girls all must, 
As chimney-sweepers, come to dust. 
Fear no more the frown o' th' great; 
Thou art past the tyrant's stroke. 
Care no more to clothe and eat; 
To thee the reed is as the oak. 
The sceptre, learning, physic, must 
All follow this and come to dust. 
Fear no more the lightning flash-
Nor th' all-dreaded thunder-stone; 
Fear not slander, censure rash; 
Thou hast finish'd joy and moan. 
All lovers young, all lovers must 
Consign to thee and come to dust. 
No exorciser harm theel 
Nor no witchcraft charm theel 
Ghost unlaid forbear theei 
Nothing ill come near theel 
Quiet consummation have, 
And renowned be thy gravet40 
Prospera's renunciation of his art may well be 
likened to a spiritual renunciation. He who has always 
realized that 
The cloud-capp'd towers, the gorgeous palaces, 
The solemn temples, the great globe itself, 
Yea, all which it inherit, shall dissolve, 
And, like this insubstantial pageant faded, 
Leave not a rack behind.41 
40cymbeline, IV, ii, 258-281 
41The Tempest, IV, i, 152-156 
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After .all is forgiven and reconciliation made perfect, Pros-
perc retires to Milan to solemnly prepare for the closing 
act of his earthly drama. He tells us, "Every third thought 
shall be my grave.n42 And in the effective words of the 
epilogue we gaze upon the true penitent who, having renounced 
all, waits patiently and hopefully for the curtain to rise 
on the second and final act of his life's drama. He bids us 
pray for him, for he, believing in the efficacy of prayer, 
tells us: 
my ending is despair 
Unless I be reliev'd by prayer, 
Which pierces so that it assaults 
Mercy itself and frees all faults.43 
"If any man seem to be religious and bridleth not 
his tongue but deceiveth his own heart, this man's religion 
is vain. n44 
Is it unreasonable to conjecture that Shakespeare's 
silences throw yet more vivid light on his Christian virtues, 
especially those of mercy and tolerance? That he realized 
the potency of silence is manifested in many instances. 
Posthumus, speaking to lmogen, tells her: 
0 Imogen, 
I'll speak to thee in silence.45 
42~ Tempest, V, i, 310 
43~., Epigloue, 15-18 
44James . 1: 36 
45Cymbeline, V, iv, 29 
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Paulina, in The Winter's Tale (1611), tells us that-
- -
The silence often of pure innoi~nce 
Persuades when speaking fails. 
The widowed mother i n her advice to her son, speaks 
of the efficacy of silence : 
• • • succeed thy father 
In manners, as in shapet thy blood and virtue 
Contend for empire in thee, and thy goodness 
Share with thy birthrightl Love all, trust a few, 
Do wrong to none. Be able for thine enemy 
Rather in power than use, and keep thy ~riend 
Under thy own life's key. Be checked ~or silence, 
Never tax'd for speech. What heaven more will, 
That thee may furnish, and my prayers pluck down, 
Fall on thy headt47 
In an age when the burning controversial issues sup-
plied ample fuel for the dramatists' pen, Shakespeare re-
frained from kindling his fire from such a source, and in-
stead often sought to quench intolerant ~lames by the power 
of silence. Anything suggestive of provoking controversial 
disputes is ignored by him. It is to be noted that no mention 
is made of the Spanish Armada or the Gunpowder plot--two 
s·ubjects uppermost in many minds and two subjects provocative 
of factional discord. Only once does he refer to the ex-
ploits of the sea captains. 
Thou conclud'st like the sanctimonious pirate~48 
e 46~ Winter's ~' II, ii, 41 
47All's ~ That ~ ~' I, i, 70-79 
48Measure for Measure, I, ii, 7 
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Shake- I 
peare eradicated all malicious and hurtful attacks on religion• 
When using a source it has been observed that 
King John (1594) amply testifies to this point. 
--
Here his 
silences in regard to religious controversy and uncharitable 
utterances is noteworthy. In writing his play he obliterated 
the spurious and vicious accusations of the two :previous 
plays, the Troublesome Raigne, and Bales's Kynge Johan. 
Where there was rancour and disquietude he introduced charity 
and peace and often by the :power of silence~ 
It would seem that Shakespeare's silences in regard 
to the Magna Charta were due to consideration for Elizabeth. 
Without a doubt, mention of it would have been displeasing 
to her. In the plays we witness no commendation of the 
Queen's attributes, but neither is there condemnation for 
her conduct. Many argue that this treatment by Shakespeare 
was merely tactful and expedient, but nevertheless it cannot 
be dismissed without consideration because once again 
Shakespeare is being unique among his contemporaries. It is 
true that in Henry !lf! {1611) Cranmer prophesies the coming 
of Elizabeth with rather glowing colors~ 
This royal infant--heaven still move about hert--
Though in her cradle, yet now promises 
Upon this land a thousand thousand blessings, 
Vfuich time shall bring to ripeness. She shall be 
(But few now living can behold that goodness) 
I' 
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A pattern to all princes living with her 
And all that shall succeed. Saba was never 
More covetous of wisdom and fair virtue 
Than this pure soul shall be. All princely graces 
That mould up such a mighty piece as this is, 
With all the virtues that attend the good, 
1 Shall still be doubled on her. Truth shall nurse he 
Holy and heavenly thoughts still counsel her. 
She shall be lov'd and fear'd. Her own shall bless 
her; 
Her foes shake like a field of beaten corn 
And hang their heads with sorrow. Good grows with 
her. 
In her days every man shall eat in safety 
Under his own vine what he plants, and sing 
The merry songs of peace to all his neighbours. 
God shall be truly known, and those about her 
From her shall read the perfect ways of honour 
And by those claim their greatness, not by blood.49 
True it is worthy praise, but yet, one can hardly consider 
this one instance a~ being indicative of his approbation of 
her actions. Without a doubt, he purposely was silent in 
many instances because by choosing silence as his medium 
he cou_ld be merciful and tolerant in regard to the many 
controversial disputes surging around him. 
And so Shakespeare's religious mind, ever attuned to 
the harmony of God's natural world, sought to establish a 
like harmony in the hearts of men. Fully aware that, "the 
web of our life is of a mingled yarn, good and ill together," 
he shows us how "the development of a soul can be achieved," 
and we realize that by practicing the Christian virtues of 
49Henry VIII, V, v, 18-39 
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mercy, tolerance, forgiveness, and repentance, man's soul is 
attuned to the infitite; harmony is established; and our 
life's drama is well played. 
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Critics, conceding Shakespeare to be the greatest of 
dramatists, often refuse to acknowledge any form of religion 
in the plays. This is to be expected when one considers the 
myriad meanings the term "religion" has acquired and also wheJ 
one remembers that the critic rightly regards the plays 
primarily as dramatic expressions. Yet, it has been the con-
cern in this thesis to show that there is religion in the 
plays. 
Adhering to the definition given to "religion" and 
"Catholicism," a comparison of the plays with their sources 
seemed to strengthen the belief that religion had been intro-
duced into the plays. Especially did this seem true when the 
play King John (1594) was compared, first with Bishop Bale's 
Kynge Johan (cl548), and then with The Troublesome Raigne of 
John, King of England. Never did Shakespeare stoop to embody 
in his play the intolerance nor the bigoted propaganda of the 
two earlier plays. Instead, he strove to portray a historical 
personage in his true character. 
It was Shakespeare who was unique in this characteriza-
tion and not Bishop Bale nor the anonymous author of the 
Troublesome Raigne. They were merely reflecting the unrest of 
their times, a characteristic duty early bestowed upon the 
dramatist. As we know, since the days of Euripedes and 
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Aristophanes the drama has mirrored human life and has played 
an important role in the portrayal of current political, 
moral, and religious issues. The Athenians of high repute 
knew they were at the mercy of Aristophanes. As Coleridge· 
tells us: 
most of the 'dramatis personae' were living characters 
introduced under their own names; and no doubt, their 
ordinary dress, manner, person and voice were closely 
mimicked.l 
And not only were the outward appearances of men mimicked, 
but also their characters and trades were ridiculed and 
criticized. Aristophanes' Frogs and the Birds are examples 
wherein the dramatist is merely reflecting the attitude of 
public opinion. 
Lusty Juventus is an example of the same type of play 
among the later Moralities; John Bale's Kynge Johan, coming 
between the Moralities and later historical plays shows 
further evidence of this tendency. 
The sixteenth century dramatist, living in an age of 
religious and political controversial strife, could mirror 
much of the unrest of the times. Often he would be employed 
to use his pen to promote religious propaganda. A few ex-
amples will suffice to testify to this point. 
Among the most outstanding predecessors of Shakespeare 
are Marlowe, Lyly, Kyd, and Greene. Each in his turn in-
fluenced Shakespeare greatly except in one respect--Shake-
speare never stooped to participate in the condemnation of 
--=~===JP·=--=:t---:s±::±::±::- '- '- ~-
Samuel .. Cole r idge, LecttU' es and Notes on Shakspere and Other 
English Poets, p. 195 --
any religious creed. At one time Marlowe, Lyly, Kyd, Nash, 
and Greene had been engaged to satirize the Puritans. The 
plays that were produced were of such an offensive nature that 
for a time the theatres were closed. Nash's Countercuffe to 
Martin Junior, Lyly's Pap with~ Hatchet exemplify the type 
of play written • . Anti-Catholic plays likewise flourished, 
but because of Elizabeth, often escaped censorship. 
Marlowe's Faustus (1593), from which Shakespeare 
probably gained ideas for his Tempest (1611), exhibits scenes 
which extol the superstitions and luxury of the Pope. Faustus 
performs vulgar conjuring tricks at the Pope's court; he boxes 
the Pope·' s ears; snatches his food; and in general belittles 
the dignity of papal authority. The Massacre of Paris (1593) 
derides Catholicism and extols Protestantism. Catherine de 
Medici is portrayed in unseemly colors. Marlowe seemed to 
take delight in such scurrilous writings. Many of his 
tracts were unfit for publication. 
~hroughout Kyd's ~ Spanish Tragedy all action seems 
justified if done for revenge, even the murder of the innocent 
Duke of Castile. 
! Looking Glass for London (1591) written by Robert 
Greene and Thomas Lodge glorifies Protestantism by condemning 
Catholicism. The last act closes with these words of the 
prophet Jonas: 
Repent, 0 London, lest for thine offence 
Thy shepherd fail, whom might God preserve 
That she may bide the pillar of His church 
Against the stones of Romish anti-Christ, 
The hand of mercy overshade her head, 
And let all the faithful subjects say, Amen1 2 
In John Lyly, to whom Shakespeare owes much, one finds 
little reference to things religious nor any friendly por-
trayal of Christian beliefs. Without a doubt, he was the best 
writer of the early comedies, and Shakespeare was greatly in-
fluenced by his graceful and elegant style. It was from him 
that Shakespeare conceived the idea of disguising girls as 
boys. His euphuism and many other likenesses are reflected in 
Shakespeare's plays, but yet Shakespeare is a writer of 
Christian plays as compared with Lyly who chose mythical and 
classical subjects for his art, outstanding examples being, 
The Woman in the ~' Endymion, and Midas. 
These contemporaries of Shakespeare illustrate the 
type of literature to which they were willing to devote their 
pen. Shakespeare refused to devote his God-given talents to 
the creation of anything that was contrary to his concepts of 
Christianity. Vfuile these fellow-dramatists of his entered 
the arena of discord, intolerance, and propaganda, Shakespeare 
strove to perpetuate brotherly love and create a spirit of 
harmony in the inharmonious world. 
The abundance of Catholic terms and practices found 
throughout the plays would seem to substantiate the belief 
that there is religion in the plays. The sincere respect 
given to Religious and priests; the accurate usage of 
catholic terminology; the ready acceptance of the Church's 
teachings, indicate more than a superficial knowledge of the 
"old faith." In fact, does it not show a deep and abiding 
faith in the practices of the early Catholic Church? 
Disregarding all previous testimony, the fact that 
Shakespe.are embodied evidences of spiritual values in his 
writings would suggest the presence of' religion in the plays. 
The God-like attributes of mercy, tolerance, forgiveness, and 
repentance were almost uppermost in his mind. Especially are 
his later romances such as Cymbeline (1611), ~ Winter's 
Tale (1611), and The Tempest (1611) permeated with these 
- -
Christian ideals of love and. reconciliation with God. 
Shakespeare, especially during his later years, awaits death 
as only a believing Christian could. Like Prospero, he 
solemnly prepares for the closing act of his earthly drama, 
having played his part well in this transitory life. 
For one endeavoring to show that there is religion in 
the plays of Shakespeare it is reasonable to believe that 
misinterpreta~ion of' Shakespeare is due, in large measure, to 
the Reformation. The seventeenth century did not produce 
critics to any noticeable degree, but during the eighteenth 
century criticism was rampant in all fields of literature 
including the drama. It is a characteristic of human nature 
that one sees in others that which is like himself. One often 
105 
========~============================================================~=·,Q~6==~~ 
even contributes to others characteristics which he alone 
possesses, but which he wishes the other to have. Theologians 
tell us that we condemn those faults and sins in others that 
we ourselves generally have, although we are often blinded to 
them. Literary criticism is no exception to all this. 
Critics tend to project their own standards and judgments into 
works of art. Shakesperian criticism, becoming evident about 
one hundred and fifty years after Shakespeare's death, was 
typical criticism for that age. By then, the Reformation 
seeds had taken firm root, and England had become a Protes-
tant country. Moreover, Reformation ideas had spread to the 
continent, and in the field of literary criticism critics 
were judging according to their code of standards and their 
philosophical outlook, namely, in the light of materialism 
and later of sentimentalism. Ever mindful of our poet's 
greatness they attributed many worthy praises to the plays, 
but they did not consider that they were religious in any way. 
The average eighteenth century critic no longer appreciated 
nor understood the teaching of the early Church. He no 
longer grasped the true significance attached to Catholic 
ritual and doctrine. Religious truths had been clouded by 
narrow) biased opinions. In man's endeavor to attain God and 
happiness, he had forfeited his chance because he had forsaken 
the underlying principles of all true religion--brotherly love 
Unfortunately he could not see beyond his own particular 
creed. Now anything savoring o~ Catholicism meant Roman 
Catholicism to him and the critic ever mindful o~ the diversit 
o~ opinions in regard to religious concepts ~eared and con-
demned that which was Catholic. Consequently the plays of 
Shakespeare were judged by a new standard of values. Neither 
Pope, Theobald, Warburton, nor the later eighteenth century 
critics, Capell, Steevens, or Malone contribute religion to 
the plays. Looking only ~or the material, the eighteenth 
century rejected the belie~ in saints, the pious custom of 
praying ~or the dead, and the belie~ in the doctrine o~ pur-
gatory and ~ailed to see, ~or the most part, that Shakespeare' 
plays embodied true religion. 
However, with the coming of the nineteenth century 
Shakesperian criticism became more favorable, and critics 
began to appreciate the deep spiritual truths revealed in the 
plays. Coleridge, leading the way in this new school of 
criticism, fairly worshipped Shakespeare, attributing to him 
innate powers comparable to divine wisdom. 
Since the nineteenth century almost all creeds have 
sought him for their own. His universality is unique among th 
world's great dramatists, and as time goes on it would seem 
that appreciation and tinderstanding of the great plays will 
grow, for with Shakespeare, as with the Bible, one is ever 
finding new truths and new revelations concerning God and man. 
We must remember, though, that much depends on the interpre-
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tation • . Alwin Thaler, in his pre~ace to Shakspere's Silences 
(1929), expresses it aptly: 
Shakspere is like religion; theoretically at least new 
information and fresh interpretation should make him ever 
more richly and vitally responsive to our changing human 
needs. Much, of course, depends upon the interpreter.3 
3Alwin Thaler, Shakspere's Silences, pre~ace, p~ vii 
1 
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RELIGION IN THE PLAYS OF SHAKESPEARE 
ABSTRACT 
RELIGION IN THE PLAYS OF SHAKESPEARE 
ABSTRACT 
Realizing that Shakespeare's works are above all else, 
dramatic utterances, one hestitates to attribute moral sig-
nificance to the mighty passages. However, one is loathe to 
accept the belief of some critics, including George Santayana, 
that the plays lack religion. George Santayana's vehement 
statements emphasizing this belief led me to challenge his 
opinion and to try to show that there is religion in Shake-
speare's plays. 
I have not attempted to attribute any particular ortho-
dox belief to the world's greatest dramatist, but rather to 
show that the plays inculcate the essence of true religion. 
The term "religionn is considered always in its broadest sense. 
No one orthodox faith is meant, but rather the Christian 
teachings of brotherly love, tolerance, and forbearance. The 
term "Catholisism" is used frequently. This term also is used 
in its broadest sense. It is not used to designate any one 
particular branch o:f the Catholic Church--Roman, Anglican, or 
Greek, but rather represents the "old faith"--the Christian 
teachings a~ set forth by Jesus Christ--the universal 
Christian religion. 
Shakespeare, living during the turbulent Reformation 
days, stands alone among his contemporaries in refusing to 
enter the arena o:f religious controversy. In ~act, he not 
only refrains his peri from the bigoted writings o:f the day, 
but also introduces into his plays evidences of true religion. 
This is made vividly manifest when one compares his plays with 
their original sources. In all instances he has eradicated 
religious intolerance and cleansed them from moral grossness. 
Moreover, he has introduced religious teachings and a rever-
ence for things holy and moral. A brief comparative study 
is made of several of his plays, namely: Romeo and Juliet 
(1594), Hamlet (1601), All's ~ That Ends ~ (1.601), 
Othello (1601), and The Winter's Tale (1611). A more lengthy 
study is given to three plays · of King John:~ Troublesome 
Raigne 2,! ~' King 2,! England by an. anonymous author, 
Kynge Johan (cl548) by John Bale, and~ ~(1594) by 
Shakespeare. King John, apt subject matter at this particular 
time in Reformation England, is handled by three respective 
dramatists. The author of The Troublesome Raigne glorifies 
John and condemns the Catholic Church. Throughout the play 
scurrilous treatment is given to monks and nuns. As in The 
Troublesome Raigne, John Bale's Kynge Johan illustrates the 
typical kind of literature produced by the men of this period 
who sought to further the Protestant Reformation by writing 
slanderous and bigoted plays condemning the Catholic Church. 
Again John is .extolled and continual slander is hurled at all 
things .. religious. Shakespeare's King ~' on the other hand • 
is void of all religious intolerance and propaganda. John is 
pictured as the tyrant that he was; no condemnation of the 
I 
.e 
Church is allowed. All instances of partisan spirit are 
deleted. Instead, a historical play is presented minus any 
form of religious prejudice and intolerance. And the reason, 
I believe, that Shakespeare wrote in this way was because he 
sought always to embody in his works a spirit of harmony and 
brotherly love. He strove to implant the true religious 
spirit among men at a time when men's thoughts and actions 
were contrary to the teachings of Christ. 
Believing that youth is strongly influenced by environ-
ment, a chapter is devoted to the early influences which 
played upon the formative mind of the young dramatist; namely: 
the influence of the home, church, school, and early religious 
drama. In the home, biographers agree, the influence was 
Catholic. John Shakespeare, under Elizabeth, is listed as a 
recusant; members of the Arden family were executed for 
treason to Elizabeth. Warwickshire was still Catholic at 
heart and so in a Catholic country the family of William 
Shakespeare was practicing the "old faith" and without a doubt · 
instilling it into the mind of their young son, As a conse-
quence, a sympathetic appreciation and knowledge of Catholicism 
permeates the mature dramatist's works. 
The State Church, on the other hand, sought to contra-
dict all that was taught in the home. Here, the young lad was 
subjected to a very different trend of thought. Often the 
Catholic religion was derided. Men's thoughts seemed to have 
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been warped in regard to religious concepts because of over-
emphasis in the fields of politics and nationalism. 
In the school, both Catholic and Protestant influences 
played upon the young boy. Pedagogues, representive of the 
two contending religious organizations, tended to foster a 
spirit of rivalry and contention. And Shakespeare, of sensi-
tive perception, was conscious of the misunderstanding and 
unhappiness due to this religious controversy. 
And so the influences varied and were contradictory, 
but instead of producing bitterness and rancour in the mind 
of the youth, his love for mankind dominated all baser impul-
ses and created within him a spirit of understanding and a 
-toleration for all religions. This toleration is evident in 
h is many plays. 
It is reasonable to believe t hat a dramatist of 
Shakespeare's caliber loved the drama as a boy and endeavored 
to see all plays that came to Stratford, Coventry, or other 
parts of Warwickshire. It seems evident that Shakespeare 
witnessed many of these performances because his plays 
reflect many of the characteristics of the early drama. The 
representation of the supernatural in these early plays, 
without a doubt, led Shakespeare to introduce the fairy-world 
in! Midsummer Night's Dream (1594), the ghosts in Hamlet 
(1601) and such personifications as Puck, Ariel, and Caliban. 
His clowns and fools would seem to be offsprings of the Vice 
and Devil o:f the earlier plays· ~ 
The early drama ignored all distinctions of time, place 
or action. Shakespeare, in this respect, is also akin to them 
In Troilus ~ Cressida (1597) Hector quotes Aristotle; in~ 
Winter's ~ (1611) Bohemia is on the shore of the sea; 
Theseus, in! Midsummer Night's Dream is a Tudor noble. 
In his plays there is a blending of the tragic with the 
comic. In~ Comedy£! Errors (1591) Aegean passing on his 
way to execution introduces somberness into comedy~ This is 
typical of the early drama~ Noah's wife, in Noah's Flood, 
abuses him and regrets the loss of her gossips when she is 
about to be swallowed by the flood. Both the early drama and 
Shakespeare shared alike in the blending of the homely with 
the high--Touchstone and Audrey are married at the wedding of 
Orlando and Rosalind. 
The dramatic con:flict in the Mysteries and Moralities 
is between the powers o:f good and evil. Shakespeare contin-
ually portrays a struggle between forces morally good and 
morally bad. · He introduces veritable devils which are 
inevitable o:ffsprings of the Devil who was portrayed in the 
old Mysteries, namely: Aaron, the Moor, Richard III, and 
Iago. A study is made of each fiend and his similarity to 
the Devil of the earlier plays is easily perceptible: 
The early drama personified the abstract subject "Death 
in detailed vividness. Everyman is a typical example~ 
, , 'I]_ 
Shakespeare, likewise, personifies death with great vividness. 
· In Hamlet, Death is once an officer and then a cruel captor; 
in King ~, a lover; in Romeo ~ Juliet, a rival. 
A-11d so in many ways Shakespeare's plays are similar 
to the early religious dramas which must have influenced him 
in his youth. 
Shakespeare's extensive usage and appreciation of 
Catholic terminology is made manifest on almost every page of 
his works~ Sincere and reverent respect is shown to Religious 
Friar Lawrence's kindly solicitude for Romeo and Juliet; 
Friar Francis' vindication of Hero's honor; the priestly ways 
of the disguised friar in Measure .!£!:. Measure ( 1601); Isabel;. . 1: · 
la's noble character; Sister Francisca's obedience to her rule ll 
all bear testimony to Shakespeare's regard for them, 
Countless expressions denoting the familiarity of 
Catholic phraseology are employed throughout the plays: 
knowledge and understanding of terms such as "month's mind," 
"evening mass,n nours,n purgatory, unhousel'd, and unanel'd 
are used with accuracy and familiarity. There is abundant 
knowledge of vestments, the symbolism of the cross, and holy 
water. Many references are made to prayer, including the 
efficacy of the intercessory prayer of the Blessed Virgin. 
Angels also play an important role in several of the plays. 
It would seem obvious that Shakespeare had a thorough 
knowledge of the Sacraments of the Church. There are many 
references to them and the:v are used al:waxa in an annron'I'iRte. 
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and meaningful way. Of the seven Sacraments only the Sacra-
ment of Confirmation is omitted. 
Of even more significance than the possession of an 
abundant Catholic vocabulary is the fact that Shakespeare's 
writings embody real spiritual values. With a fervent love 
and understanding for marikind he reiterates the importance of 
man's playing his part well in this transitory life. He makes 
us realize that it is the way we live here on earth that pre-
pares us for the greater life beyond. He emphasizes the 
necessity of practicing the Christian virtues of mercy, tol- . 
erance, forgiveness, and repentance~ we ·see these virtues 
incarnated in many of the plays, especially in the later 
romances. His view of death is distinctly Christian and as 
one studies the plays one realizes that there is an increasing 
desire and yearning for it on his part. Emphasis rests on 
one's being ready--preparedl And he would have us realize 
that this preparedness is possible only when we have practiced 
the virtues of mercy, tolerance, forgiveness, and repentance 
and so attuned our soul to the infinite. 
At this time of religious and political controversy 
such a way of thinking suggests divine inspiration and con-
sequently is of an unique nature when coming from the pen of 
a Reformation dramatist. Many dramatists were not only 
avoiding anything savoring of Catholicism, but were deriding 
and ridiculing that which was suggestive of the . "old faith~" 
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The contrast is very marked when we compare Shakespeare's writ 
ings with those of Marlowe, Lyly, Kyd, and Greene. It is 
evident that each of these dramatists influenced him greatly, 
but never did he follow them by stooping to condemn any 
religious creed or to ridicule things holy. 
One realizes that all people do not interpret Shake-
speare's works as religious. I like to believe that misinter-
pretation of the immortal plays is due, in large measure, to 
the Reformation. Shakespearian criticism became apparent in 
the eighteenth century and was not too favorable. It must 
be remembered that by this ''Age of Reason, u or nAge of 
Enlightenment," as it is often called, England had becpme a 
Protestant country. Moreover, Reformation ideas were rampant 
on the Continent. The term Catholic had come to mean Roman 
Catholic and Shakespeare's plays were being judged by a new 
standard o.f values. The critic, judging in the light of 
materialism, failed to see or acknowledge the presence of 
religion in the plays. The deep spiritual truths were not 
realized nor appreciated~ With the coming of the nineteenth 
century criticism became more favorable. In fact, Coleridge's 
criticism fairly deifies our dramatist. Since the nineteenth 
century many have recognized the presence of religion in the 
plays and many have claimed Shakespeare for their own 
orthodox faith. Regardless of his Church affliations,it seems 
to me so evident that the plays embody the true spirit of 
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religion and are creations of an inspired genius whose love 
for his God and his fellow-men was always uppermost in his 
heart and mind. 
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